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INTRODUCTION 

This report assesses the state of knowledge on the status offender and 

The report was prepared by the National Juvenile the juvenile justice system. 

Justice System Assessment Center of 

U.S~ Office of Juvenile Justice and 

of available reports and data. 

the American Justice Institute for the 

Delinquency Preve~tion through an analysis 

DEFINITIONAL PROBLEMS 

, l.·n the 'def'_·nl.·tions used by States for status There is a wide variation 

offenders'or status offense behavl.or. e aVl.or , B h . whl.·ch would be considered a 

status offense in one State is often consider~d 

For example. as of 1976: 

a del inquent act in anothel',. 

States treated one or more status offenses as dee 47 percent of the 
linquent acts (10, p. 44). 

• 4 percent of the Sta.tes considered multiple status offenses as delin-
quent violations (10, p. 44). 

20 percent of the States cons.i~ered violations of a court order as 
h 1 ffense was a status offense (10, delinquency even when t e orl.gl.na 0 

• 
p. 44). 

• 33 percent of the States treated status offenses as dependency cases 
(10, p. 44). 

In addition to statutory pro ems bl related to definition, there is much 

whether or not a status offender or offense can be leconfusion in relation to 

&itimately categorized. For example, recent research findings suggest that: 

• there is a confusion over the interchangeabil it,y.,of offen,g~r and offense. 
F r example while status offender programs attemp~ ,to tar~e~a par
t~cular t yP; of offender. they oft ~n . end up target lnN ®U>~lg of
fense without recogni: ing the mul tldl.menSlonal. ch:l.racter of a olescent 
misbehavior (6, p. 14). 

'APR 9 1981 
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• the status offender label is not a pure category, but rather mixed 
with misdemeanor and felony offenses (6, p.' 13). 

• status offenders are not significantly different from first-time 
juvenile felony offenders. They are both mixed type offenders (6, p. 15). 

• there are differences between the minor or cas~al status offender, 
the chronic status offender, and the mixed status and delinquent 
offender (II, p. 5). 

In spite of these problems, the following definitions of status offense 

and status offenders developed by the Council of State Governments appear to be 
the most suitable. 

Status offense: Any offense committed by a juvenile that would not be 

a crime if committed bY' an adult, according to the statutes or ordinances 
of the jurisdiction in which the offense was committed, and which is 

specifically applicable to juveniles because of their status as a ju\Venile 
(10, p. 1). 

Status Offender: Any juvenile who is adjudicated to have committed an 

act that would not be a crime if committed by an adult, and includes any 

juvenile who is alleged or adjudicated to have violated a court order, 

whether during a period of community supervision or institutionalization, 

which was based upon an offense that would not have been a crime if com
mitted by an adult (10, p. 1). 

LIMITATIONS OF AVAILABLE INFORr.tI\TION 

Comprehensive and reliable national data on status offenders and their 

processing by the juvenile justice system is severely limited. In addition, 

there are numerous problems with interpreting the limited data,that is avail

able. The following are some of the major problem's with available information: 

• Data is collected in different formats and for varying time periods. 

• Definitions vary so widely that data often reflects different behavior. 

• Information on personal characteristics is generally restricted to age, sex, and race. 

• Data on disposition is not generally available. 
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STATUS OFFENDERS AND JUVENILE JUSTICE SYSTEM PROCESSING 

Based on available data regarding the processing of status offenses by 

the juvenile justice, system, it appears that such events or individuals con

tinue to make up a significant proportion ot juvenile arrests, intake and 

court caseloads, as well as institutional populations.' Although a large number 

of accused or adjudicated status offenders are diverted from formal processing 

at each step in the process, many are formally processed, detained, and even

tually institutionalized. Recent data in relation to the major points in the 

juvenile justice system process are presented below. 

Arrest 

• 

• 

• 

In 1977, arrests for status offenses represented 13 percent of total 
arrests for persons under 18 (4, p. 165) (also see Appendix A, Table 1, 
p. 18 of this report). 

Status offense arrests decreased by 17 percent from 1975 to 1977 (4, 
p. 165). 

In 1977, 54 percent of those arrested for status offenses were male 
. as compared to 85 percent of arrests for less-serious offenses who were 
male (4, p. 165). 

• From 1975 to '1977, status offense arrests for males decreased 16 per
cent while arrests for less-serious offenses increased by 22 percent 
and arrests for serious offenses decreased by 18 percent. From 1975 
to 1977, status offense arrests for females decreased 4 percent while 
arrests for less-serious offenses increased by 15 percent and arrests 
for serious offenses increased by 3 percent (4, p. 165). 

• In 1977, 82 percent of those arrested for status offenses were white, 
as compared to 80 percent for less-serious offenses and 68 percent 
for serious offenses (4, p. 171). 

• 'From 1975 to 1977, status offense arrests for black juveniles decreased 
19 percent as compared to a decrease of 14 percent for white juveniles 
(4, p. 171) (also see Appendix A, Table 2, p. 19). 

;. The median age of persons arrested for status offenses in 1977 was 
15.03 years as compared to 15.65 years for less-serious offenses and 
15.09 years for serious offenses (4, pp. 54-55). 

Thus, females, whites, and younger aged persons were most frequently 

arrested for status offenses in 1977. However, between 1975-1977, fewer ju

veniles were arrested for status offenses with the decrease most notably for 

males and black juveniles. Concurrently, more juve~iles are being arrested for 

less-serious offenses. Although this trend would suggest that status offenses are 
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b~:tng upgraded to less-serious offenses, precise national data is unavailable 
to support that interpretation. 

Referral 

• ~n 1977, persons under 18 arrested for status 
1 percent of all referrals to juv·enile Court 

to 27 percent in 1~75 (4, p. 165). 
offenses accounted for 
intake. This compared 

• oIfnf l977, h72dPercent of juveniles referred to J'uvenile court 
enses a no priQr deli f for status 

in'1975 (4 2 nquency re errals as compared to 75 percent 

• 
, ,p. 03) (also see Appendix A, Table 3, p. 20). 

~!~s~ns re~erred to juvenile court for ~urfew violations are the most 
1 e y to ave had a prior court referral (2, p. 19). 

• A recent study showed that diversion programs which attempt to divert 
~tatu~ offenders from juvenile court often do not alter the t 
Juven1les brought to juvenile court \Vi th 0 --:-th d' ,ype of 
grams the' '1 • r W1 out 1verSlon pro , Juvenl e court is confronted 'th h -
juveniles who have cOmin'itted in v . Wl . t e same offenders, namely 
and felony offenses (6, p. 14) •. ~rYlng comb1nations status, misdemeanor, 

Runaway was the most prevalent status offense referred 
1975-1976 (10, p. 95). to intake during 

• 

• ;:ti~i~~e~5t~ej~~~~i~! ~~~r~t:~u~o~:;;~~et~a~;sp~;~:~~ed to intake were 
offenses and 55 percent for serious offenses. This is for less-serious 
41 percent for status offenses in 1975 (4, p. 185).. a decline from 

• The !stablishment of 24-hour intake services results len 
VerS10n t f increased di-ra es or'status offenders (3, p. 64). 

• In 1977 police . . f 
to juve~ile cour~g~~~~~~ ~= ~~:pe!r~~ ~~r~;nt of the, status offenders 
1977 39 e f h percent 1n 1975. Also in 
intake we~er~=~~ ~y ~h: ;~~~s of~e~se referrals to juvenile Court 
as compared t~ 29 percent in r97~1~~:e~: f:if: ,or a community agency 

Therefore, between '1975-1977, there has been a trend for fewer police re
ferral.s of status offenders and more referrals by faml.1y. 

citizens, community 
agencles, and self; less use of detention for . 

Juveniles prior to referral; and 
fewer court filings of status offense cases. 

Detention and Correctional Facilities 

• In 1977, 22 percent of persons referred . '. 
offenses were detained as compared t l~o Juvenlle court for status 
offenses and 23 perccn~ for serious ~f percent.fo: less-serious 
1975 when 40 percent of refe~rals f 0 :nses. Th1s 1S a decline from 
(4, p. 219). o~ s atus offenses were detained 
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• Females are more likely to be detained for status offenses than 
other offenses (10, p. 114) •. 

• Of those detained for a status offense, 40 percent are held for less 
than 24 ~ours and 46 percent for more than one day but less than three 
(10, p. 114). 

e In 1974, approximately 10 percent (or 4,664) of the juveniles held 
in public juvenile detention or correctional facilities were persons 
in need of supervision (PINS) as compared to 15 percent in 1977 who 
were considered as status offenders (15, p. 18; 6, p. 89).* 

• In 1974, 16 percent of the juveniles det~~ned in private juvenile 
detention and correctional facilities were PINS as compared to 32 
percent in 1977 who were considered as status offenders (15, p. 19; 
9, p. 89) (see Appendix A, Table 4, p. 21). 

• In 1975, 18 States had no PINS in detention of correctional facilities 
w~ereas California had 2,166 (1,244 public and 922 private), followed 
by New York with 1,660 (599 public and 1,061 private) and Ohio with 
706 (503 public and 203 private) (14, pp. 152,154). 

• From 1974 to 1977, the number of persons detained in public and private 
detention centers for a status offense decreased by 96 percent (1,405 to 
65). This compares to a decrease of 17 percent (from 1,745 to 345) of 
persons committed to public or private training schools and an increase 
of 7 percent (from 9,613 to 10, 302) of persons committed to all types 
of facilities for a status offense (see Appendix A, Table 5, p. 22). 

Rec~nt studies have shown that: 

• the use of secure confinement for status offenders does not reduce their 
SUbsequent recidivism in comparison with offenders given-cQmmunity ser
vices. Secure confinement of status offenders provides ~ gain in de
terrence over providing community services (5, p. 20). 

• programs directed at deinstitutionalizing status offenders often ignore 
the complex purposes of detention (e.g., need for protection of the juve
nile, psychiatric examination, brief medical and educational services 
social and emotional security, and emergency shelter) (11, p. 5). ' 

• while some deinstitutionalizing programs (e.g., Illinois Status Offender 
Ser~ices) reduce ~he number ,of status offenders in detention, they tend 
to lncrease the t~e spent by those who are detained. This is especially 
the, case with females (11, pp. 27-28). 

The following summarizes the major findings with regard to status offenders 

in detention and correctional facilities: 

• In 1977, the proportion of persons arrested and detained for status 
offenses was the same as for serious offenses. 

*Children in Custody defines status offenders as "those who under special 
statutes for juvenile 'status offenders' have been declared in need of supervi
sion (such as PINS, CHINS)" (see 9, p. 183). All PINS are not status offenders 
and all status offenders are not PINS. 
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• In 1975, three States accounted for 51 percent of persons held ~n 
public and private facilities for status offenses. 

• Only a small percentage of total persons in custody in 1914 were 
held for status offenses. 

• From 1914 to 1977, there has been a decrease in persons detained for 
status offenses, but an increase in persons committed for status 
offenses. 

Dispositions 
',' 

• Between 1975-1977, there was a 40 percent decrease in the number of 
formal juvenile court dispositions of status offense cases that in

'volved commitment to an institution (3, p. 239) (a!so see Appendix A, 
Table 6, p. 23). 

, e In 1975, 49 percent of the status offender cases referred to juvenile 
court were dismissed as compared to 44 percent in 1977 (4, p. 239). 

e, Between 1975-1977, the only juvenile court disposition for status of
fenders which increased was the use 6f fines and restitutions (showing 
a 35 percent increase) (4, p. 239). 

e In 1977, 7 percent of the status offenders handled by juvenile court 
were given a restrictive* disposition as compared to 7 percent of the 
less-serious offenders and 11 percent of the serious offenders (4, p. 251). 

• Between 1975-1977, status offenders receiving a restrictive disposition 
decreased 43 percent (4, p. 251). 

• Runaway and ungovernability is the most likely status offense to re
sult in a commitment to an institution (2, p. 7). 

Approxnaately half of status offense cases referred to juvenile court are 

dismissed, although the 10 percent decrease in the percentage of dismissals be

tween 1975-1977 could indicate that there is better screening of status offense 

cases by the police and intake. Between 1975-1977, there was supposedly a sub

stantial decrease in the number of ,persons committed to institutions for a status 

offense (which may contradict Children in Custody data for 1974-1977 shown in the 

previous section). 

PROGRAMS 

• In 1974, the average age of entry of status offenders into programs was 
15 years (10, p. 128). 

~Including commitments to delinquency institutions, public institutions 
and private institutions. 
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• 70 percent of status offenders in deinstitutionalization pr?grams 
in 1978 were white (3, p. 8). . 

• S4 percent of status offe~ders in deinstitutionalization programs 
in 1978 were female (3, p. 8). 

• Males tend to have more runaway ,and family problems while females 
have more school-related problems (10, p. 128). 

8 In 1974, 48 percent of status offenders in group homes came from 
families in which the parents are white collar or professional as 
compared to institutions where 57 percent were from working class 
families (10, p. 128). ',' 

• Incorrigible status offenders are more likely to be referred to the 
court by parents, handled more formally as a result of circumstances 
related to parental intolerance of the juvenile's misbehavior and the 
inadequacy of the parents in dealing with the problem, and thus most 
likely to be committed to an institution or agency (4, pp. 1120-1121; 
,2, p. 7). 

• Runaway ~d family problems (e.g., ungovernability and incorrigibility) 
tend to be predominant (5, p. 8; 10, p. 128). 

The NJJSAC report, "A Preliminary National,Assessment of the Status 

Offender and the Juvenile Justice System: Role Conflicts, Constraints, and 

Information Gaps," found that adequate descriptions of program activities in 

relation to goals and objectives and sound evaluations were generally unavail

able. The following preliminary c'1nclusions are based upon available infor

mation: 

• Program planning takes place in the context of a decision-making hier
archy that includes Congress, the LEAA/OJJDP bureaucracy, juvenile 
justice agency officials, and representatives from the community and 
treatment professions. 

• The programs that have been established within the parameters negotiated 
by these groups appear not to have been aimed at the specific needs of 
the status offender. 

• Of the programs surveyed, the family crisis intervention and diversion 
model seems to do the most short-term good and show the least potential 
for long-term damage. 

• The organizational relationships between system oriented status offender 
programs and juvenile justice system agencies lack the formal structure 
that would prevent the abuse of discretionary decision-making and the 
eventual predominance of the social control function in the programs. 
Formalization of procedure tends to be resisted, not only by juvenile 
justice officials, but also by treatment practitioners, to whom it is 
an impingement on professional authority. 

• Insofar as programs function as appendages of the juvenile justice 
system, the ultimate goal of returning responsibility for fUlfilling the 
status offender'S needs to community institutions will need to be more 
assertively encouraged (10, pp. 183-184). 
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The follo\'t'ing are some of the major findings in relation to t,he use of 

community service programs for status offenders: 

e Referral of status offenders to community services most often results 
in a failure of the juvenile to show (70 percent) unless the juvenile 
is taken to the referral by staff as in the case of runaways (6, p. 19). 

e There is a tendency of community programs to protect their territorial 
domain by expanding their programs to justify their existence rather 
than utilizing already available programs (6, p. 20). 

• One of the problems mentioned by community programs is the reluctance 
of juvenile justice agencies to share their authority and control with 
non-justice agencies, however, as mentioned above, coordination between 
community programs is also~,acking. (5, p. 18). 

e Most community agencies fail to provide a range of needed remedial 
services such as social and job ~kills (5, p. 19). 

• Rather than the individual needs of juveniles, cultural, organizational, 
and random factors appear to determine which services are delivered to 
which juveniles (II, p. 10). 

o Reduced accountability (public and legal) results when the treatment 
of noncriminal juveniles is placed in the hands (,f. pl'ivate agencies, 
(5, p. 19). 

o The question as to how successful community services programs are in 
regard to changing status offender behavior remains unanswered. The 
outcome of one evaluation found that regaldless of whether a status 
offender was placed in detention or a cDmmunity-based service, in a 
short-term crisis or longer-term home-based, or even a comprehensive 
program of services, there was ~ comparative difference in terms of 
subsequent numbers and types of contacts with the police or court (11, 
p. 16). 

• It b significant that the less intrusive the service (Le., advocacy, 
counseling), themore effective the result (II, p. 21). 

• Further development of community service efforts for status offenders 
is supported by the finding that the more community-based the agency, 
the less likely youths recidivate (11 t p. 22). , 

Recent research on the use of diversion for status offenders shows that: 

• the fundamental problem with the concept of diversion is that no precise 
meaning or understanding of the term exists. This often leads to con
fUsion, resistance, and negative effects (6, pp. 4-6). 

• diversion of status offenders often results in the removal from one 
system and the re-insertion into another system that is not necessarily 
more benign or more effective. Often, it is actually more punitive 
and less tolerant and more stigmatizing than fOTmal agencies of social 
control (6, pp. 21-22). 
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The NJJSAC assessment of status offenders could. not reI iably .identify 

status offender programs which were proven effective. Although there may be 

status offender programs which are effective at the State and local level, at 

this time adequate evidence of their effectiveness is unavailable. 

The following are examples of status offender programs which have partially 

been evaluated and which may work: 

• Neighborhood Alternative Center (California): 

Provides services for status offenders in a neutral community setting, 
including 24-hour crisis intervention, use of paraprofessionals, and 
backup short-term residential care (8, pp. 32-34). 

• Juvenile Conference Committee (New Jersey): 

Provides for limited disposition of less-serious and status offenders 
by a committee of local residents who function as an adjunct of the 
juvenile court (10, pp. 174-177). 

o Santa Clara County Juvenile Diversion Program (California): 

A cooperative effort between law enforcement agencies and the probation 
department to divert status offenders to community agencies (10, pp. 155-
158). 

o Bismarck Police/Youth Bureau (North Dakota): 

'A police program to divert and counsel. status offenders (10, pp. 159-
166) • 

• Directions Program (Minnesota): 

Provide diversion through assistance by volunteers to probation and 
police staff (10, pp. 158-166). 

WIDENING THE NET 

The most dramatic and unintended consequence of introducing deinstitution

alization and special community service programs directed toward status offenders 

and offenses upon the juvenile justice system is the phenomenon of "widening the 

net." Essentially, widening the net is an extension of justice and service system. 

jurisdiction in dealing with a category of clients (i.e., status offenders) who 

probably would have b~en ignored or provided with less attention earlier. Con

sequently, more youths are defined or placed into a deviant category which re

quires additional system control. The following are some recent research findings 

on major impacts'widening the net has had upon the juvenile justice system and 

the juveniles labeled as status offenders: 

• There was an increase of juveniles being served by social service 
agencies who previously would have been considered ineligible for such 
services (6, p. 11) •. 
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COSTS 

• Police referrals of status offenders decreased with a proportio~al 
increase in referrals by parents, schools, youth service agencies, 
and juveniles themselves seeking assistance (6, p. 12). 

• There was ari increase in the number,of status offenders labeled as de
tainable and who penetrated deeper into the justice and social service 
systems (11, p. 1). 

• It became imperative for social service agencies to increase their 
caseloads to legitimatize their existence--even if it meant delivering 
inappropriate services (6, p. 9). 

• Juveniles (especially females) were" more likely to be processed by the 
juvenile,court and treated more severely (II, p. 36). 

Although an estimation of costs in relation to status offenses must be 

considered preliminary at this point, a general indication of the national (~x

pense involved in handling or processing status offenders can be provided. The 

following briefly summarizes some of the costs involved: 

• In 1977, direct losses to persons as a result of a status offense totaled 
an estimated $21 million, as compared to $1 billion for less-serious 
offenses and $10 billion for serious offenses (1, p. 67). 

• In 1977, society's loss due to juvenile serious offenses is esti
mated at an amount six times greater than ~he juvenile justice system 
processing cost (of $2 billion), as compared to the estimate of the 
cost of processing status offenders by the juvenile justice system 
which was estimated (at $20 million) to be 19 times greater than the 
cost to society (1, p. 15). 

CURRENT LEGISLATIVE ACTIVITIES 

A review of Federal and State status offense legislation reveals wide

spread variation among the many jurisdictions as to the content and application 

of juvenile codes dealing with status offenders. While it is true that the vari

ability can be advantageous, it also can produce significant disadvantages, par

ticularly in relation to the application and administra.tion of justic~. 

Utah, Washington, and Maine are examples of States which have made signifi

cant changes in their juvenile statutes. The following is a summary of the major 

provisions of the juvenile codes of these States related to status offenses (see 

10, pp. 51-52 and pp. 64&·65): 

Utah (1977) 

• Removes juvenile court. jurisdiction from runaway and ungovernable cases 
unless "earnest and persistent" efforts to resolve the juvenile's problem 
have proven fruitless. 
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Washington (1977) 

, Adopts "no fault'.' approach to handling of status offense behavior. 

.• Restricts the use of detention facilities for status offenders. 

• Provides for extensive voluntary family support services and placement 
alternatives. 

• Provides for an extensive array of procedural safeguards (e.g., right 
of juveniles to bring petitions, have an attorney apPointed). 

Maine (1978) 

e Removes all status offen~es (except possession of alcohol and mari
juana) from juvenile court jurisdiction. 

• No statu~ offenders may be incarcerated (including alcohol and mari
juana possession). 

A status offender problem which remains to be addressed on the legislative 

leVel is the allocation of adequate resources to deal effectively with imple

mentation and monitoring needs, especially the need for ~trong institutionalized 

incentives for the monitoring and enforcement of legislation directe~ at pro

tecting the rights and interests of juveniles. 

Within the last ten years, over three-fourths of the States have either 

enacted new codes or have made substantial modifications related to status 

offenders. They can be categorized into four broad areas: (1) jurisdiction; 

(2) pre-adjudicatory detention; (3) adjudication; and (4) disposition (see 10, 

pp. 42-71). 

The following summarizes some of the major factors for each category: 

Jurisdiction 

• All 50 States and the District of Columbia exercise jurisdiction over 
one or more "status offense" behaviors (10, p. 42). 

• At least seven (7) States include status offense behaviors within the 
delinquent label (10, p. 43). 

• The majority of States (28 plus D.C.) have adopted separate categories 
for classifying status offense behavior (e.g., CHINS, PINS, FINS) (10, 
p. 43). 

Two general conclusions may be drawn from an assessment of jurisdiction: 

first, wh~le the general trend. is toward a separate jurisdiction for status of

fenders, a significant number of States maintain discretionary power to treat 
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status offenders as delinquents. Second, a tendency to reclassify status of

fenders as dependent children appears to be uneven and equ:l.v'ocal (lO, pp. 46-47). 

Pre-adjudicatory Detention 

., Since juvenile courts in many jurisdictions may impose detention to 
ensure no further offenses are committed pending adjudication (preven
tive detention); or, to remove a child f'rom an "endangered" environment 
(therapeutic detention) even in the absence of proof beyond a reasonable 
doubt, the potential for the overuse of detention for status offenders 
exists (10, p. 54). 

• One of the most notable features of State juvenile codes is the absence 
of clear standards regulating police and court intake procedures and 
detention criteria (10, pp. 55-56). 

• Although some States have placed limitations on the use of detention and 
prohibited the mixing of adults with juveniles, 'there is little atten
tion given to monitoring to ensure compliance or sanctions for failures 
to comply (10, p. 56). 

Adjudication 

• State legislatures are presently strUggling, with varying degrees of 
success" with issues related to juvenile adjudication procedures and 
due process rights. Even where legislation has been passed to ensure 
the provision of due process rights for juveniles, the impact of such 
legislation, in relation to status offenders, is often severely under
mined by the broad definitional context in which most States place them 
(10, p. 62). 

• I~many States, procedures followed in adjudicatory hearings for delin
quents and status offenders are identical. Generally, where a distinction 
is drawn, a lesser standard of evidence is required for status offenders 
(10, p. 62). 

Dispositions 

• Juvenile codes are generally unclear and sparse with regard to covering 
the lines of authority and. procedural steps to be followed in dispositional 
decision-making. This results in a wide range of discretion over dispo
sition of status offense cases (10, pp. 62-63). 

• A major aspect of the controversy with regard to disposition, as it re
lates to status offenders, lies in the concern over deinstitutionalization 
of noncriminal juveniles and their separation from juvenile law violators ' 
(delinquents) and adult criminals. Although the majority of States have 
a separate status offense category, often this serves as merely a labeling 
device rather than ensuring that youths engaged in noncriminal behavior 
will be treated separately or differently from youths alleged to be in
volved in criminal law violations (10, p. 63) •. 
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• The majority of States statutorily allow status offenders to be 
treated in the same institutions ~s delinquent children under 
specified conditions (10, p. 64). . 

JUDICIAL DECISIONS 

• Cases dealing with due process within the juvenile court which have 
b~en heard by the U.S. Supreme Court have dealt primarily with delin
quent defendants, although they have some relevance to all juveniles. 
As o~ ~his wri~ing, however, no due process cases were found dealing 
speCIfIcally WIth dependent/neglected or status offenders. Therefore 
the. delinquency c~ses are important' because the)' reveal recent judici~l 
attItudes concernlng the nature of the juvenile court in recrard to 
juvenile rights. They present the various arguments for and against the 
retention of the current juvenile court system. These decisions lead 
some observ~rs to conclude that the "status offender" jurisdiction will 
be reserved by the court for legislative ~termination (10, p. 20). 

Most of t~e relevant delinque~cy cases heard by the U.S. Supreme Court 
~av7 e~am7ned the parens patrIae rationale for the juvenile court's 
JurI~dIctIon: These,cases balance the State's right to deprive a youth 
of hIs(her l7berty WIthout full due process protections, against the 
ex:ent to ~hlCh real rehabilitative placement, care, and treatment are 
~elng prOVIded. This same "balancing test" was used as early as 1839 
ln ~x p:rte,Crouse, th~ first case to invoke the parens patriae justifi
~atlon. SInce that t~e, the Court has continued to approach this 
l~sue on a case-by-case review basis. It is unclear whether a defini
.tlve statement on the limits of parens patriae is to be expected in 
the future (10, p. 20). 

CONCLUSIONS 

The following are major conclusions resulting from this assessment of 

status offenses and the juvenile justice system: 

• The lack of standard definitions of status offenses and status offenders 
at the Federal, State and local level makes it almost impossible to 
conduct any suitable analysis of the subject. 

• Recognition must be given to the distinction between status offense and 
status offender. Status offenses refer to specific noncriminal in
fractions that are exclusive to juveniles; status offender is generally 
not a pure category distinct from felony or misdemeanant offender. I~ 
is significant that the vast majority of status offenders commit a wide 
range of status, misdemeanant, and felony offenses in an erratic or ran
dom rather than linear pattern (e.g., they do not generally escalate from 
status to misdemeanor to felony offenses, but rather follow a flexible 
erratic pattern alternating between offense categories). 

*Ex parte Crouse, 4 Wharton (Pa.) 9(1839). 
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• Efforts to define status offenders and offenses have generally placed 
emphasis upon specific infractions (e.g., runaway, truancy, ungovernable) 
rather than upon the overall behavioral problems of juveniles labeled as 
status offenders. By comparisQn to more serious violations (e.g., larceny, 
assault, burglary), status offenses appear insignificant; however, this 
approach tends to ignore the complexity (e',g., psychological and adjust.;. 
ment problems) of dealing with status offenders as well as justify their 
diversion and a lack of attention to their needs. Based upon available 
information, statu~ offenders may be as serious in terms of underlying 
problems, the difficulty in dealing with them, and the psychological costs 
to them and their families as some persons who commit criminal offenses. 

e An overriding issue with regard to programs is that simply too little is 
known about status offender programs (e.g., goals and objectives, theoret
ical foundations, operations, or outcomes) to determine their impact. 

• Although in recent years there have been fewer arrests for status offenses, 
increased use of diversion, and less use of detention and incarceration, 
there has been an increase of juveniles referred to juvenile court intake 
by parents, citizens, community agencies, and juveniles themselves. This 
situation raises the qu.estion of whether diversion and nonintervention has 
been effective in dealing with the problems of juveniles who run away from 
home, and are beyond parental control. While this approach may reduce the 
potential negative effects of formal processing, it may also ignore the 
need for services directed at the cause of the problems which lie within 
the family and not just with the juvenile. 

G A national emphasis on the deinstitutionalization of status offenders may 
be having some unintended consequence in moving status offenders out of 
public into private facilities and programs (e.g., groups homes, shelter 
care). Juveniles admitted to private facilities tend to spend longer 
periods of time. In addition, private facilities and programs are often 
poorly monitored by States. Therefore, the potential for abuse, neglect, 
and lack of attention to serious personal problems may be increased. 

• Females are disproportionally effected by the widening of the net phen-

• 

• 

omena. Relatively more females compared to males end up being detained 
and for longer periods of time than prior to the implementation of dein
stitutionalization programs. There is also a corresponding increase in 
their contacts with the police and the courts. To what extent this out
come is determined by a greater concern for the protection of females is 
unknown, although there is some support for this explanation emerging 
in the literature. 

State legislative reforms, court decisions, and Federal policy have tended 
to focus upon potential harm of "official" intervention (particularly 
institutionalization) while minimizing the needs of status offenders, 
their families, and communities for services. The Washington juvenile 
code is one of the few statutory reforms w~ich provides for extensive 
family support services and placement alternatives to replace "official" 
processing. 

A disproportionate amount of money is spent to process status offenders 
by the juvenile justice system in comparison to the costs that accrue 
for the acts. The diversion of status offenders from the juvenile justice 
system to community programs can reduce costs. A capability to more 

-14-



~ I'':'" I . .' ,. 

, 

effectively screen status offenders (e.g., at arrest, court 
intake, and program entry to determine which juveniles need 
attention, what their needs are, and the priority of those 
needs) could significantly decrease the costs of inappropriate 
processing and treatment. 

REC(l.INENDATIONS 

e, Emphasis needs to be placed upon delivering services to juveniles with 
special problems and needs rather than upon labels f,or their behavior 
and restrictions for dealing with them. 

• The meaning of diversion and deinstituti'onalization needs clarification 
and its potential positive and negative impacts need to be fully ex-, 
amined. 

• Although many status offenders may be diverted from the juvenile justice 
system, thera must be better accountability for providing effective 
services by community agencies and programs. 

" •. -The, deinstitutionalizat~on of status offenders (e. g., from detention 
arid" other secure facilities) must be accompanied \'lith a strong com
mittment to diversion from the justice system, including removal from 
juvenile court processing if adequate services and sanctions are to be pro-

'vided outside the juvenile:Justice system. Otherwise, deinstitutional
ization will result in increased court processing, severity of treatment, 
a "widening of the net," and longer periods of detention for those who 
are detained. 

G Services to status offenders should be community-based with a m~n~um 
of intrusion into the lives of juveniles and their families. 

• Confusion and conflict over system and agency domain issues (authority 
and jurisdiction) must be resolved at the community level. 

• Consideration must be given to determining which status offenders could 
benefit from services and which are best left alone. This effort would 
help reduce the "widening of the net," inappropriate penetration into 
the juvenile justice system, as well as maximize the utilization of 
limited community resources. 

• There is a need for better monitoring systems of public and private 
institutions and programs for status offenders. 

• Research is needed which can answer questions raised by policymakers, 
parents, juvenile justice system practitioners, and the community, 
including: 

--Do the underlying problems of status offenders lead to later serious 
adult psychological and behavioral problems? 

--Do status offenders become more serious offenders? 

--What are the major needs of status offenders and their families? 
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--What is the appropriate role of the juvenile justice system in 
relation to status offenders? 

--Are the needs of diverted status offenders being'provided for by 
the community? 

--If the jurisdiction of the juvenile court is removed for status 
offenders, how c.an community agencies deal with families resisting 
intervention and services? 
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TABLB 4 

C<J.tPArUSON OP PERSONS UNDER 18 
COMMITTED. DETAINED. OR VOLUNTARILY ADMITTED . 

TO PUBLIC AND PRIVATE JUVENILE! DETENTION, CORRECTIONAL, AND SH[!LTElt PAC I LITII!S', , 
'BY ADJUDICATION ,STATUS-UNITED STATES, JUNU 30, 1974 nnd DECEMBBR 3~. 1977 

. ," 

. 1974 1977 CHANGE 

' Public Private Total , 

Committed 36,412 '23,570 59,982 

Delinquent Offender .31,270 9,874 41,144 
Status Offender 4,644 4,969 9,613 
Dependent, Neglected 6r 498 7,1'04 7,602 

Abused Non-offender 
Other Committed Non-offendern). ° 1,623 1,623 
Oth..!r. Committed Juvenile N/A N/A N/A 

. 
Detained 7,831 544 8,375 

Delinquent Offender N/A N/A , N/A 
Sta tlIs Offender N/A N/A N/A 
Dependent, Neglected or N/A N/A N/A 

Abused Non-offender 1 
Other Detained Non-offender( ) N/A N/A N/A 
Other Detained Juvenile N/A N/A N/A 

Voluntary Admissions 679 7,635 8,314 

Total 44,922 31,479 76,671 

NfA • Not Available 
(1) includes emotionally disturbed and mentally retarded 

Source: 
Smith, Charles P. "Juvenile JusUce 5ystOlll Achlevl!ftlentl, ProblellS, and' I 

Opportuniti..... SacrlJRento, California: ;.,aericln Justice Institute, February 
I!JSOi Table a-9, p. 89. ' • 

Public Private Total Number Percent 

32,477 23,089 55,566 -4,416 -7.36 

28,555 9,316 37,871 -3,273 -7~96 
3,'332 6,970 10,302 +689 +7.17 

503 5,064 5,567 -2,035 -26.77 

61 1,723 1.784 +161 +9.99 
26 16 42 +42 N/A 

11 ,190 894 12,084 +3,709 +44.28 
. 

9,291 N/A 9,291 ,+9.291 N/A 
1,584 468 2,052, ,+2,052 N/A 

203 232 " 435 +435 .. N/A 

54 ' N/A 54 +54 N/A 
58 N/A 58 ... 58 N/A 

429 S,037 5,466 -2,8~8 -34.26 

, 

44,096 20,070 73,166 '-3,506 -4.57 

Tahle constructed by the NATIONAL JUVllNILD JUSTICD SYSTEM ASSESSMENT CI!NTER (Sacrfimento. CA: American Justice 
, .. - .. : ...... " ~onn' 
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TABLE 5 

COMPARISON OF PERSONS UNDER 18 
DETAINED OR COMMITTED FOR STATUS OFFENSES TO PUBLIC OR PRIVATE FACILITIBS 

JUNE 30, 1974 AND DECEMBER 31; 1977 

1974 1977 CHANGE 

Detained 

• Detention Center 
• All Facilities 

COOlmitted 

• Training School 

• All Facilities 

NIA ~ Not Available 
IS, p. 18 
13, Table 1 

Public 

1,470 

N/A 

. 2,090 

4,644 

Private Total 

NIA 1,470 
'NIA N/A 

, N/A 2,090 

4,969 9,613 

Public Private Total Number Percent 

65 N/A 65 -1,405 -96 
1,584 468 3,052 N/~ NIA 

. 

1,745 MIA 1,745 -345 ~17 

3,332 6,970 10,302 +689 +7 

, . 

Table constructed by the NATIONAL JUVENILE JUSTICE SYSTEM ASSESSMENT CENTER (Sacramento, CA: 
American Justice Institute, 1980). 
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,Alta 6 

... "" ... ~ 

TRANSFER 
CERTIFIED TO DIb"MISSED -' - .......... ,. -'"1'0 OTHER .. FINE, ........... .AlliJ!.T COURT UNPROVED DISMISSED JURISDICTION HELD OPEN PROBATION RESTITUTION 

'""tI. .... 11 I "", .. -;;;II~~" II .... u I t .. elil .11111 I ""'" .nlil I ""'" ... i .. J tI ICC II .... " .I '11.11' 
!!!1 n.IH ••• ClIIe •• , .n .• 1t .. , 1I&>e •• , .,. ..... n •• , ...... , 11.'" ••• , ..... , 16 ..... I •• liM.', '".IU It.' C, ... ·, n.'" I.' C' •• " .... _. '.11' I •• C II .•• tt.". t •• C ".1, IU.III II •• , 11.1, I. ," ••• , '.t) 11.16' '.1 « JI •• , '.'.'" .... , ... 1) II.'" ••• C II." , ............ '!.''4 •• 1 · ..... 1 .... 11 II.' , .... , ....... II •• C .... , ' .. " ••• , ... , ".'" ••• , ... " IU .... II.' f II.~, ...... ••• f ..... ., .... I.'~ I.' . C " •• , ".'" , .. I II." .... 1 .. It.c , 11.1, II.IU ••• , .... , It.'" • •• e II .• , 1t'.ln II.' , 11.1, '."1 ••• e ..... 

!lli ..... ••• c. ..... , '''.1$1 ..... ., ..... , ••• 14 ••• 11111 •• ' ....... .. , ""." ".111 .., u ... ·, . '".In II •• " .... , ".'" I •• " ..... 
s.. ..... ..... ••• , 1 •• 1, . ..... " .... I ... ·' '.'" ••• I ••.• , II.U' ••• I II ... ".J" ••• I· ... •• . ..... , n.' ,1&." 11.'" I.' , .... , 
•• ~ •. h •• ", •• 1,. ••• f ".1, IU.'tI II.' , II •• ,. ',n. ••• • n .• , II,'" I.' I 11.11 ., •• 11 ••• ell.', ".'" •••• I ,. •• , ...... I •• I .... ' , ...... II. '.1 e ... , "'.- 41 •• C n .• , ••• 1. •• 1 I .... , ".U' .. .. I 4' . ., U,HI •• r e 11 .• , ...... II.' I II." '.'11 I •• f .... 1 . 

!!!! 11.1" ••• ,'110.', '1'.'" .... 11110.', •• UI .: .. flH •• , ...... '.1 • (I .... , u.n. • •• ,'H .• , .11 •• 11 n .• ,'H .• , 4:., .. '.1 "H.', 
... 1 ..... ".IJ' I •• 

• 1t.I, .":,,. .... , II." 1.11' •• 1 , "." .... ~I •• 1 , ... ~, 11,141 '.r , fD.', '''.'" 11.1 • ".11 II.'" I.' • ' •• 11 
........ 1-. '.111 ••• C II." ..... " I, •• • If.', 1.1" ••• ell.', Jr ... , '.1 , II •• , 1I.1t' ••• e ";1, ".'" 11.1 . " . ., U.'" •• 1 , ... 1' ...... I.h' ••• · .... , 111.'11 .... ell." 1.", I.' e .... , It.h' .... e .... , U.III '.1 ..... , 1 ••• 11 II.J , II • ., '.'" ••• I 11.1, 

PUBLIC PRIVATE 
DELINQUENT PUBLIC AGENCY OR AGENCY OR SPECIAL OTHER' 
INSTI111TION INSTITUTION DEPARTMENT INSTITUTION INDIVIDUAL PROCEEDINGS TRANSFER TOTAL 

"""'1"1 1l'"U' .... ,. J till' II --;;;;ut "1111' "'111 J "If'" .; • .,. I .... 11.1 • ... ,11 I 
'''' .. 1 

.... u I 1111111 .... 11 I , .. " .. ,".11 I ,'u", 
I!!! ...... J.' c' ..... ·, n.'" ••• , ..... , 61.11, ••• ,'1M'.', 1I.41t I •• I'N.I, U.II' I.' ...... , ... ... . .. Il .... • •• " .... , . ....... " . .... ....... "."" .. , • ".4, 1.11' ••• I fl." II .... c •• , II •• , I.U' .. ,. ell .• , '.1" • •• , ".1, . .. ... . .. 

'. 'It ••• , n .• ' ....... , lI.f, 

',11' e h." .... " ~ , ....... ,,- II.'" I.' ,II.H .. ' I •• , II .• , I,'" ••• , 11.1, 1.61' .. , , II.', ... ... ... ' ... " ••• e .... , II, •• n , Jr.I, 

•••••• '.IIf .. ' , .... , '.'" I, ... · ... " II.'" , .. , 1t.4, 1.'11 ••• ,11.1, '.11' ••• , .... , ... . .. ... J .... • •• I ... ., ,w. .... I " . ., 

.J!!~ ".11' 1.1 , ..... , u .... ••• , ..... , ... tot. I;. liN.', II .... ••• II ..... ' J .... ••• ...... , . .... ••• , ..... , ",M, ••• , ..... , ... " .... , .... 
... 1 ... ".111 •• • , .... , "."~ ••• ell.', lI.hl ••• • 41.', '.IU ••• I IU • ., 1.'11 • •• , "." ... ••• · .... , 11.11' ••• e .... , ....... c .... , I 
& ... • ... 1 ... ".'" I.' ell .• , I.'" I.' e".', I.'U ••• , .... , 1.'" ••• • C n.I, . .. ••• , ... I, ... '.' c ... ., II.'" ••• , 11.'1 tn.'" • ".1, ...... _,'U I.' • II •• ' '.'.' I.' ell.', '.'U ••• , U.I, •• au a •• , II." U. ••• , n." ... ... .e- ....... .... I It •• , '14.111 • II.', 

..!..!!.! 11.1" I.f ,'H .• , If .... I.' '" .. " II .... ••• CIH ••• , II.'.' ••• '" .. " 1.'" ••• (lH •• ' I . .. , ...... U.U. ••• ., ..... . ..... , .. . .... 
a..'_1 11.1'" t.' e ""'. n ... t • •• · .... , ....... I •• e .... , . .... I.' ell .• ) . .... , •• 1 e ".JI • -1· • ... 1, ".~., I.' e fr •• , ..... 1. f····' 
.... · .. '1 •• II .... ••• , ."" '.'". ••• , II." I.'" I.a ( 11.1, . .... ••• e .... , I.'" I.' ell." ... .•.. . .. ".'" • •• I I ••• , '''.11' I ... ,. ... , .. '.117 ••• C II.', ••• n I.' e II. I, ~.UI 1.1 ell." '.'" ••• ( .... , I, .. , .. , . "," , ·1· • 11.11 " •• 11 '.1 f II . ., I ...... I ..... 

...... I. ,,"H' ••. ' .r •• ,........ 'k ",".h' ,.,C .......... ~ •• "h.' ,.. ........ II. ,., ........ ,. 
_ ••• , ..... _ •• c •• , .. I ......... 11. J_ ...... &.I ....... ,'_, ... , UII. '''1 ...... II" .... ,_. c:_. ' ...... 1 ............. ,,, ...... , ••• ", ."_1 eo .... , ........ 11 ............ III • 

• 1 .... 14_," f.: Soohh. Ch&l'I .. , ... , tr •• lal" .. , lIu,,,,,.1 I ....... nt of I~' 
_ ......... eller •• II.ln'" </I' .1\1 .... 11 .. 'roc ...... '0 tho Jun.lI. Jun' •• Jy" .. \" 
k~r_ ... t •• C.lllo,ol.: M.d .. " J"Il'~' /.nlll" •• J.ftuor, .UOI To.!. D ... ~.'. H •• 
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