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FOREWORD

By Alfred S. Regnery
Administrator, Office of Juvenile Justice
and Delinquency Prevention, U.S. Justice Department

The Violent Juvenile Offender {V]JO) Program is but one phase of a multi-
pronged attack by my office on the problem of serious youth crime. This at-
tack is concentrated on the small group of chronic offenders who commit
most of these crimes.

Whalt we are seeking from the VJO Program are answers. Answers to ques-
tions that have long plagued the juvenile justice system. Questions such as:
Who are these juveniles that commit crimes of violence? Why do they com-
mit these crimes? and What can we do to stop them and prevent new genera-
tions of offenders from taking their place? Other issues too demand inquiry.
Issues such as the relative merits of punishment and rehabilitation, alter-
native correctional settings, and the effectiveness of private sector programs
vis-a-vis traditional institutional programming.

Conceptually and programmatically, the Office of Juvenile Justice and
Delinquency Prevention has moved well beyond the status offender issues
that were targeted for action in the mid-seventies; now our focus is fixed
firmly on violent crime. By carefully testing programs to deal with juveniles
committing those crimes, we should be able to answer some of those peren-
nial questions about youthful offenders and shed new light on the con-
troversial issues involving program modalities. This will permit decisions
regarding the future course of juvenile justice to be made on a rational basis,
i.e., what works best in dealing with violent offenders so that when they are
returned to their communities they will function as law-abiding citizens.

This anthology is one of the early fruits of the VJO Program and contains
some of the answers we are seeking. Every day we get more information
abut the how and the why of juvenile crime. Down the road, we feel that
this program and the others being supported by OJJDP will provide better
answers about the most effective ways to deal with violent offenders in
order to ensure the tranquillity of society to which we are all entitled.

X



INTRODUCTION

In a real sense, violence is senseless; a truly violent act numbs the brain and
defies logical explanation. Recall our response to the assassinations of Presi-
dent Kennedy, Martin Luther King Jr. and Robert Kennedy 20 years ago, or
our sense of outrage in the autumn of 1983 when over 200 United States
Marines were murdered while they slept by a terrorist attack in Lebanon.

It is difficult for us to understand or come to terms with a single act of
violence. We like to think of ourselves and our actions as being ruled by
law, by a sense of reasonableness and fairness. A single violent act,
therefore, not only threatens our individual safety, it also undermines our
collective trust in the ability of our traditional public institutions to protect
us and to sustain a society ruled by law.

Violence committed by young people is particularly troublesome.
Granted that a victim of murder is no more or less dead if he is killed by a
bullet from a 13-year-old's Saturday-night special, or from a 33-year-old,
hardened, armed robber’'s weapon. But in the case of the 13-year-old, we
wonder how such an act can be done by one so young. Some would argue
that we are dealing with a new breed of delinquent — a teenage monster
who is beyond the control of our traditional system of law enforcement.

In the late 1970’s the real and perceived problems implicit in the juvenile
justice system's handling of violent juvenile offenders, and the public
debate about the number of such offenders, caused a number of states to
follow New York's lead and begin to rely increasingly on the adult system of
justice (i.e. criminal court and adult corrections) to control juvenile crime.
This trend, coupled with the popularized version of Martinson's finding
that ''nothing works'' — that, in the main, our efforts at rehabilitation in the
juvenile justice system have been a failure — began to erode the public's
confidence in our juvenile justice system.

In January of 1980, the Federal Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquen-
cy Prevention (OJJDP) began planning a national research and development
effort aimed at testing an intervention strategy to handle violent juvenile of-X
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XVI  Introduction

fenders within the juvenile justice system. Although many of the essays in
this anthology describe the work of the Violent Juvenile Offender Program
(VJO), this volume does not contain the final results of the research
evaluating that effort. That research will not be concluded for a number of
years.

Anthologies by their very nature tend to be incomplete and uneven.
Perhaps more than others, this anthology reflects these traits because of the
wide range of topics covered, the different orientations of the contributors,
and space limitations. The book is organized into four sections and an
epilogue. We begin with the more general and theoretical issues — such as
trends, definitions and theories about violent offenders — and then examine
the responses of various societal institutions — such as the juvenile justice,
corrections and mental health systems — to the problem. Next, we detail
some common elements found in intervention models and programs for
treatment of the violent juvenile offender, and describe several such
models.

Finally, we move on to the practical issues involved in the day-to-day
operation of programs for violent juvenile offenders. We feel this section is
somewhat unique to anthologies of this nature because the articles were
written by practitioners who actually work in programs with violent
juveniles. The articles explore the philosophies and techniques these practi-
tioners use in daily interaction with violent juveniles. In order to make this
section as useful as possible, we have tried to keep these articles concrete
and practical, and most of the authors have interlaced their narratives with
actual examples and case histories from their experience to illustrate their
points. We feel that this section will be valuable to those who want to get a
clearer idea of what it is really like to work effectively with violent juvenile
offenders.

Part One, The Extent and Causes of Violent Juvenile Crime, begins with a
detailed examination and analysis of recent national trends (Chapter 1} in-
dicating that serious juvenile crime seems to have peaked in the mid-70's,
and that the current spate of punitive legislation may well be aresponse toa
perceived crisis that, in fact, no longer exists.

Along with the issue of the number of violent crimes committed by young
people, the question of exactly what constitutes a "violent juvenile of-
fender’ has critical implications for policymakers at all levels of govern-
ment who must respond to the problem. Chapter 2 attempts to answer the
question by examining a number of possible definitions and positing an ac-
ceptable, comprehensive one that can be used as a basis for discussion and
policy formulation. The definition arrived at was ultimately adopted by
OJJDP’s VJO Program.

In Chapter 3, we summarize and critically examine a range of theories
about the origins of delinquency and violence. This process was used in
developing the model that is currently being tested by the VJO Program.
The model itself is described fully in Chapter 11, which details structural
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elements, treatment approaches, and issues involved in implementation.

A further exploration of the medical and sociological factors associated
with violence is provided by Chapter 4. The chapter indicates that
neurological impairment and family violence and criminality weigh heavily
in violence in very young children. Conceivably, the findings could be ex-
trapolated to adolescents who become violent juvenile offenders.

A partial answer to the question of just who are those violent juveniles is
provided in Chapter 5, which draws on extensive data gathered by re-
searchers from the URSA Institute on both experimental and control youths
taking part in the VJO Program. The empirical portrait painted by this data
indicates that violent juvenile offenders share a significant base of similar
experiences, circumstances and attitudes that bear important implications
for policies to both prevent and treat violent crime.

Part Two, System Responses to Violent Juvenile Crime, explores several
responses to the problem of violent juvenile crime by society's various in-
stitutions. Thus Chapter 6 examines juvenile justice system processing of
violent offenders by presenting and discussing data compiled in five urban
jurisdictions in connection with the VJO Program. Among the data that are
presented in detail are actions taken on instant offense, prior offense
histories, processing time, and the major factors that lead to the attrition of
violent juveniles from the juvenile justice system.

In addition to the problem of attrition because of system processing, there
is a marked trend toward the increasing reliance on adult sanctions for
violent delinquents. As we have already noted, this trend toward waivers of
juveniles out of the juvenile justice system to criminal court and adult cor-
rections came to prominence with New York's Violent Offender Law in the
mid- 1970's. With many states now resorting to this method for dealing with
violent juveniles, this is a topic that deserves more extensive treatment than
we have been able to afford it in this volume. Among the factors that merit
further critical examination are: the number of jurisdictions moving to
automatic transfers, obviating the need for juvenile court concurrence;
lowering the age of eligibility for transfer; granting prosecutors more discre-
tion in the waiver process; and targeting specific offenses or combinations
of crimes for automatic transfer. Should these trends continue unchecked,
the role of the juvenile justice system in dealing with violent delinquents
will continue to diminish. This has important implications for the future
course of both the juvenile and adult justice systems.

Moving from the juvenile court to the response of the correctional system
to violent juvenile offenders, Chapter 7 uses the Massachusetts experience
of the last decade as a case study to make the point that although violent of-
fenders are the smallest portion of the delinquent population, they often
"'drive’’ and shape correctional systems' responses and programs for all
delinquents generally.

If violent offenders are a small subset of the delinquent population, then
the number of mentally ill, violent juveniles might well be infinitesimal.
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Yet, such offenders do exist, although in what numbers or to what degree of
mental illness is difficult to establish because of the paucity of programsand
research efforts in this area. Chapter 8 attempts to define the scope of the
problem, examines alternative placements, and summarizes the research in
this area. It concludes with a recommendation about what research still
needs to be done to ascertain appropriate responses by the mental health
and correctional systems to this problem.

Part Three, Treatment Intervention Models for Violent Juvenile Offenders,
begins with some basic elements that should be considered in developing
appropriate alternative placements for violent offenders {Chapter 9).

We then move on to review common elements found in some of those
alternative, community-based programs that have been implemented to
deal with serious offenders throughout the United States (Chapter 10).
Though many of these programs deal with less serious as well as violent of-
fenders, this comprehensive summary of ingredients necessary for
operating such programs should prove valuable to those who must design
and operate similar programs.

As noted earlier, Chapter 11 discusses fully the VJO Model implemented
under the federal program. At this point it is worth noting that although a
number of articles in this anthology stem directly from those involved in the
V]JO Program, the book does not intend to portray the approach of that pro-
gram, or any other approach, as the only, or "ideal’’ way to deal effectively
with violent youths. Indeed, though the VJO Model is a rigorously derived,
comprehensive approach that can be contoured to deal with individual
youthful offenders, there are other apparently effective approaches that
stress elements that are minimally present, if found at all in that model.
There is, for example, the sense of family, immediate and extended, as well
as the strong spiritual basis in the operation of the House of Umoja, which is
described in Chapter 12.

Part Four, Practical Issues in Programs for Violent Juvenile Offenders, em-
bodies the ideas and techniques of practitioners who work with violent
juveniles in both V]JO and non-V]JO programs. It begins with a letter to a
newly appointed director of corrections (Chapter 13}, which provides
detailed advice about exactly how to design and implement a program for
violent juvenile offenders. Here, the author opts for a Community Board-
Case Management Team Model as the treatment of choice, and illustrates
her rationale with two case studies.

The major factors involved in continuous case management with violent
offenders are thoroughly explored in Chapter 14, which details the essential
functions, central implementation decisions, and the importance of main-
taining continuity in programs. A number of practical case management
issues are discussed, such as behavioral contracts, and a detailed example of
a sample contracl is provided.

The critical area of education within programs receives a somewhat un-
coventional treatment in Chapter 15, which recounts the experiences and
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practices of the teacher who heads the educational component of the
Memphis V]O project. The role of the educational component within the
overall program, and a discussion of how to design a successful, open
educational environment, are illustrated with concrete examples from the
author’s experience.

As we have noted, the V]JO Program is not the beginning and end of ap-
proaches to violent juvenile offenders. Chapter 16 is the first of three
chapters that deal with the practical issues and benefits of working with this
population within a therapeutic community. The community under discus-
sion is the Closed Adolescent Treatment Center (CATC) in Denver, and this
article details and illustrates the role of group therapy in treating the violent
juvenile offender.

Therapy is also the subject of Chapter 17, wherein experience garnered at
the VJO's Phoenix project provides the basis for a discussion of ‘‘action-
oriented" as opposed to more traditional "'verbal' therapies. After discuss-
ing real-world barriers to successful therapy with violent youths, the article
moves on to discuss practical strategies for implementing more cognitive,
reality-oriented strategies.

Among the realities of dealing with violent juvenile offenders in any type
of program is the necessity for discipline. Chapter 18 (the second of the
CATC articles) deals with this topic by providing an illustrative discussion
of the distinction between punishment and discipline, the relationship be-
tween discipline and other program components, techniques for flexibility
and reinforcement, and the critical factor of staff attitudes.

Discipline with a shade of difference is also a topic of Chapter 19, which
explores the Robert F. Kennedy School in Massachusetts, i.e. how it came to
be, the constituencies which it (and every other similar program) has to
satisfy, and the steps that went into designing and developing its '’school "’
model. From this article, it is apparent that a violence-free atmosphere can
be established via an overriding ethos that imposes responsibilities on both
staff and youths, respects individual rights, and demands equal treatment
for and from all program participants.

Chapter 20 starts the process of shifting our focus and that of the youthful
offender from the world of the program setting to the real world of the com-
munity where he must ultimately function. Among the elements necessary
to successful functioning is a well-paying, productive job. Thus, this
chapter thoroughly explores practical issues in vocational education by
detailing, in blueprint fashion, the techniques of the much-imitated New
Pride, Inc. of Denver, Colorado. Program administrators wishing to
develop a component that will not only train and educate their charges, but
will create viable opportunities for employment in the community should
find this chapter invaluable.

One of the most difficult subsets of violent offenders to work with and
return successfully to the community is the juvenile sex offender. Chapter
21 provides a rare, intimate look at the CATC's sex-offender program and
discusses in detail a comprehensive method for treating the adolescent sex
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offender which has yielded positive results.

With Chapter 22 we come to the final and most critical phase of all pro-
grams that deal with institutionalized juveniles, community reintegration.
Arguing for a reintegrative orientation in all phases of all programs, this
chapter notes that such a focus is possible in a variety of program settings.
Important issues in reintegrative programming, such as making appropriate
program placements for individual offenders, and maintaining adequate
security are discussed.

The Epilogue brings us to our final chapter, which provides an overview of
the issue of violent juvenile crime, examines some current trends and pro-
posals for dealing with the problem, and proposes some alternative ap-
proaches that could possibly be undertaken with profit in programs and
research efforts.

In closing, we would like to note that the editors of this book have not
tried to "‘edit out'' theories, beliefs, or practices with which we might per-
sonally take issue. Instead we have attempted to provide an evenhanded
presentation of the latest, best, and most practical information that was
available to us from those authorities and practitioners in the field who
were willing to contribute to this effort. Though this anthology is clearly not
the exhaustive or complete volume on the topic of violent juveniles, we
hope that the efforts of our contributors will be of practical use to those who
must design, operate and work in programs that deal with that most troubling
phenomenon, the violent juvenile offender.

Robert A. Mathias
Paul DeMuro
Richard S. Allinson
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CASE HISTORY"

Name: Raymond W.
Age: 17
Family Composition: Mother
Brothers (two, aged 21 and 10)
Father (whereabouts unknown; departed 12 years ago);
Stepfather (of youngest brother; also listed as ‘‘where-
abouts unknown" by mother to avoid "hassles" by the
Welfare Department; actually a local community resi-
dent, but not residing in the home).

Family Income: Public Assistance

School: No known attendance since age 9
Residence: Inner-city housing project

Age First Arrest: 10

Current Charge: Homicide

Raymond's school history was marked with turbulence; he was suspended
at age 9 for repeatedly fighting with other students, and the suspension ran
several weeks past the legally permitted period because his mother never
responded to written requests from the school authorities to come down
and discuss the situation. There was no follow-up by the school, and the
home was never visited.

The only available report card from Raymond's school was from the sec-
ond grade. He received a marking of S (for Satisfactory) in all subjects, in-
cluding Deportment.

At age 10, Raymond was arrested inside a sporting goods store; he had ap-
parently been boosted over the transom by older boys, but he refused to
identify them to the police. Taken to the detention center, he was attacked

*The case histories which introduce each section of this book are reprinted by permission of
the publisher, from The Life-Style Violent Juvenile by Andrew H. Vachss and Yitzhak Bakal. Lex-
inglon, Mass: Lexington Books, D.C. Heath and Company. Copyright 1979. D.C. Heath and Co.
It is important to note, as the authors do, that: *'These histories do not purport to amount to a
typology of the violent juvenile offender, and there is no claim that they are based on statistical
data culled from thousands of files. The intent is only to provide a more intimate view of the
violent juvenile offender and his special characteristics.”



by a group of older inmates who were awaiting trial on armed robbery. The
actual motivation for this attack is still unknown; however, Raymond ac-
quitted himself so favorably that the other inmates desisted without the
need for intervention by the guards.

Because of his ''recalcitrant attitude'’ and because his mother told the
juvenile court judge that she "couldn’t do nothing with him," Raymond
was sentenced to a state training school. His training school record shows
repeated 'disciplinary action” {unspecified) for fighting, and Raymond
once spent 10 days in “‘isolation" for another unspecified offense. He was
paroled at age 12 and returned to his home.

Raymond was returned to the same training school about 6 months later;
this time the charge was mugging. Again acting in concert with older boys,
Raymond was attacking elderly people on the streets of the downtown
business district. Although linked to a series of such crimes, and a suspectin
a number of push-in muggings within his housing project, Raymond was
actually convicted |"'found to be delinquent’') of only one offense. Again, he
refused to name the other participants.

Back in the training school, Raymond was moving up in the institutional
hierarchy. He had grown considerably since his last incarceration, and the
crime for which he was returned was higher in status than his original of-
fense. This institutional period was marked by his overt membership in an
exploitative institutional gang, and he spent almost half of his two year in-
carceration in the school’s disciplinary cottage. According to the training
school's records, he was too disruptive to be allowed to attend classes, and
he was a suspect in the gang rape of another inmate. Again paroled, Ray-
mond returned to his home community.

Returned to the same institution for a violation of his parole (being a
passenger in a stolen car), Raymond quickly proved to be beyond the con-
trol of the institutional authorities and he was transferred to a high-
security installation in another part of the state. Once more, he joined an
institutional gang, and once more he became totally enmeshed in the in-
stitutional subculture. Raymond now sported tattoos on both arms, (his
initials on one arm, and the name of the institutional gang on the other,
and he continued to physically mature. When asked about his period of
adjustment to the new training school, Raymond told an interviewer:

When 1 first got to (Training School), I was the littlest there,
but I wasn't the littlest with my hands. .. had to show those
suckers that I wasn't goin' for lollypops (sexual seduction) or
rip-offs (forceful sexual threats or actual rape), and I knowed
how to do that. But when I got to {"'Secure’” Training School} |
already had a rep behind the Dragons (the gang from the first
institution) and there was like already a place for me.
At age 16, Raymond shot and killed a rival gang member in a dispule
over the proceeds of a narcotics transaction. He had been out on parole
less than 3 months.



RECENT NATIONAL
TRENDS IN SERIOUS
JUVENILE CRIME

Paul A. Strasburg

In the late 1950s, the curve of serious criminal activity in the United States
began to turn upward after nearly a century of more-or-less steady decline.
As usual in such events, awareness of the change did not fully penetrate the
public consciousness until much later. By 1967, the year the President's
Commission on Law Enforcement and the Administration of Justice issued
its landmark report, the growth in crime was accelerating rapidly. The
violent crime rate that year was double the 1963 level, and by 1973 it had
doubled again {Skogan, 1979, p. 375). The Commission's report focused na-
tional attention on criminal justice issues and stimulated a decade of intense
activity at all governmental levels designed to dry up the rising tide of crim-
inal behavior at its source or, failing that, to reinforce society's legal and
administrative levees to keep the flood where it would do least harm.
Once aware of the problem, public opinion soon identified youth as its
source. No doubt the headline grabbing activities of student radicals, hip-
pies and other young rebels of the 1960s predisposed some adults to this
view, as did a more general mistrust of adolescents commonly found in
industrialized societies. But there was also a factual basis to support the
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belief that the plague of violence was to a large extent a youthful phenom-
enon. Between 1960 and 1975, juvenile arrests grew by nearly 300%, more
than twice the adult rate, with the largest growth occurring in the most
violent crimes: robbery, 375%; aggravated assault, 240%; and homicide,
211%. Although children of juvenile court age (7 through 17) made up only
20% of the nation's population in 1975, they accounted for 43% of arrests
for the seven most serious {"'index'') crimes in the FBI's Uniform Crime
Reports that year (Strasburg, 1978, pp. 12-13).

In retrospect, it appears that the high water mark of the juvenile crime
wave had already been reached in 1975. At that point, however, the drive
for remedial action had just begun to gain momentum. A host of legislative
and administrative initiatives was about to be launched, some of which will
be discussed in later chapters of this book. More to the immediate point,
public opinion was being shaped to believe that an all-out war on youth
crime was necessary to bring the burgeoning statistics under control. As late
as 1982, 87% of people polled in a national public opinion survey agreed
that ''there has been a steady and alarming increase in the rate of serious
juvenile crime.”'! Yet the truth is that the large increases in juvenile arrests
seen in the 1960s and early 1970s began to level off and, in some respects,
decline seven years earlier.

We are thus confronting another lag in the perception of changing facts.
This one threatens Lo steer public policy in a direction largely irrelevant to
the basic problem and possibly harmful to the long-term public interest in
integrating youth more securely into the national social fabric. This essay
will attempt to clarify some of the basic facts about the extent and nature of
juvenile crime — particularly violent crime — during the past six to eight
years and, in a cursory way, place these developments within a longer his-
torical framework. The evidence summarized points to a conclusion that
the frightening stereotypical images of youth crime which dominate public
discussions are often inaccurate and exaggerated, and that drastic changes
in law and policy to crack down on youth crime are not justified by the
available facts.

DATA SOURCES AND DEFINITIONS

The scope chosen for this review is national, which immediately reduces
the sources of basic information to two: the FBI's annual Uniform Crime
Reports, which summarize reported crime and crimes cleared by arrests in
more than 12,000 law enforcement districts across the country; and the Na-
tional Crime Survey, a random sample survey of the population undertaken
annually since 1972 by the Bureau of the Census on behalf of the Justice
Department to determine the extent and nature of victimization, whether
reported to law enforcement agencies or not. There is an almost unlimited
supply of other studies of juvenile crime, but with rare exceptions empirical



Chap. 1 Recent Trends in Serious Juvenile Crime 7

research is restricted to one jurisdiction or a few and is not repeated system-
atically over a period of years, for the obvious reason that it is extremely ex-
pensive to do either. Time- and place-limited studies provide valuable
checks on the validity of trends that appear in the national data, and some
probe much more deeply into important details of criminal behavior than
the national surveys are able to do {Wolfgang, Figlio and Sellin, 1972; Ham-
parian et al, 1978}, but their usefulness for the purpose of this review is
limited.

To say that the UCR and NCS have the virtue of geographic and historical
scope is not to suggest that they are unimpeachable. The shortcomings of
the UCR, in particular, have often been described in criminological litera-
ture (Strasburg, 1978; Zimring, 1978, 1979; Sparks, 1981). Its major
drawback, reliance on reported offenses and apprehended offenders to the
exclusion of the majority of criminal acts which go unreported and un-
solved, is precisely the problem the NCS was instituted to address. Even
within the framework of crimes cleared by arrests, however, the UCR has
flaws. Definitions of some offenses — robbery and aggravated assault, for
example — are so broad as to render all but impossible a useful analysis of
the underlying criminal behavior. Uneven reporting from local agencies
from year to year also undercuts attempts to discern meaningful trends
within the geographic, race, age, sex and crime categories covered by the
UCR.2

By addressing crime from the point of view of the victims who experience
it, whether or not they report the crimes officially, the NCS fills the largest
void left by the UCR. It also adds data of immense value concerning the true
nature of such offenses as robbery and aggravated assault in terms of their
consequences for the victim. Yet it, too, is far from perfect (Sparks, 1981).
Especially with regard to the characteristics of offenders, the NCS leaves
much to be desired because it relies on the perception and memory of the
victim, who may be under too much stress at the time of the event to note or
recall exactly such crucial details as the ages or races of offenders. Perhaps
the greatest drawback of the NCS from the viewpoint of our present needs is
the long delay between collection of data and its publication in a readily
usable form. The only detailed information we have on juvenile crime from
the NCS, as of mid-1983, is current through 1977.

The frustrations of the researcher in trying to make sense of criminal
behavior from these reports are great (Blackmore, 1981; Cohen and Lich-
bach, 1982). They will become apparent to the reader, too. Yet it would be as
wrong to dismiss these major resources because of their deficiencies as it
would be to overlook the deficiencies. The UCR, after all, though far from
perfect, provides a reasonably coherent and consistent set of data on na-
tional crime covering many years. The NCS, while having a much shorter
history, employs a generally accepted method of examining crime trends
and is, despite some methodological problems, considerably more thorough
than any prior attempt to measure the incidence and nature of crime in the
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United States (Sparks, 1981). Neither can be relied on to provide a precise
picture of criminal behavior in America (indeed, in our pluralistic and con-
stantly changing society, there probably is no such thing as a prototypical
" American criminal'’); but both are of value in examining broad patterns of
criminal activity over time, patterns which have to be understood if
society’s response to crime is to have any rational elements at all.

This essay deals primarily with the question of how the violent behavior
of youth has changed over time. For this purpose, the definition of violence
will be limited to that employed by the UCR {crimes of homicide, forcible
rape, robbery and aggravated assault), although the discussion will be ex-
tended occasionally to other offenses when doing so might add to our under-
standing of a particular issue.

A similarly restricted definition of the term "youth' will also be
employed. The upper age limit will be 17, which corresponds to the upper
limit of juvenile court jurisdiction for the great majority of infractions in the
great majority of states. At times the statistics presented will cover all
children from age 7 {usually the minimum age of eligibility for juvenile
justice processing) through 17. More often they will deal with a narrower
band, ages 13 through 17, excluding younger children who, with rare excep-
tions, are unlikely to be involved in the most serious kinds of crime. The
other end of the youth spectrum, ages 18 to 20, is where the highest rates of
violent crime are found and where one might logically focus an intensive
review of youthful violence. That age group, however, is almost universally
defined as adult by the criminal codes of our states. Because our ultimate
concern is for juvenile justice policy, it is best not to confuse this analysis by
including young people over 18 with the under-18 age group.

BROAD TRENDS IN YOUTH VIOLENCE

American youth are substantially more crime-prone than adults. Table 1.1
shows that in 1981, the juvenile arrest rate for serious property crimes ex-
ceeded the adult rate by nearly 6:1, and the juvenile violence arrest rate

TABLE 1.1: Arrests per 100,000 population by age group, 1981

Violent Index Property Index
Offenses Offenses
Juveniles {13-17) 447 3283
Young Adults (18-20) 649 2768
Adults (21 +) 210 567

Source: 1981 Uniform Crime Reports; Census Burcau Reports,
Series P-25, No. 917, 1982
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doubled the adult rate. Although young adults {ages 18 through 20} had the
highest violence arrest rate of all, juveniles passed them, too, in property
offending.

The level of juvenile crime has undergone important changes in the past
two decades, however. In marked contrast to the 1960s and early 1970s,
when juvenile arrests for serious crimes rose an average of about 5% each
year, serious juvenile crime has dropped in recent years. Arrests of
juveniles for seven "'index’’ offenses (homicide, rape, robbery, aggravated
assault, larceny, burglary and auto theft) decreased 9.8% between 1977 and
1981 {UCR 1981, p. 167). Arrests went down another 5% in the first six
months of 1982 compared to the same period in 1981 (U.S. Department of
Justice, 1982}, and although separate age-group figures are not available as
of this writing, it is most likely that juveniles shared in this further im-
provement.

While numbers of arrests provide an indication of the changing impact of
youth crime on society, an understanding of changes in youth behavior is
better conveyed by arrest rates, which take account of our shifting popula-
tion structure. The nation’s juvenile population {ages 7 through 17) declined
by 11% between 1970 and 1981: in 1970, juveniles constituted 22% of the
population, in 1981, only 17.4% (Census Bureau, 1982}. One would expect
the number of juvenile arrests to go down as the juvenile population
declines, but a more interesting issue is whether the likelihood that an in-
dividual juvenile will be arrested for a serious crime has changed. Figure 1.1
shows clearly that it has. The solid line plots juvenile arrests for all index of-
fenses per 100,000 children age 13 through 17.2 Between 1970 and 1975, the
juvenile arrest rate for all serious offenses climbed 19%, with the largest in-
crease occuring in 1974.4 After 1975, arrest rates went down, then up, then
down again, finishing in 1981 5% lower than the 1975 rate.

Figure 1.1 also shows essentially the same trend for the serious property
offense subcategory. That property arrest rates and total arrest rates should
be 5o closely linked is not surprising, since property offenses make up be-
tween 85% and 90% of all charges among juvenile index offenses. Arrest
rates for violent offenses, which constitute the minor part {10% to 15%) of
serious juvenile crime, are shown separately in Figure 1.2, A comparison of
the two charts reveals that violence arrest rates have behaved differently
from property arrest rates in the recent past. Since 1978, violence arrest
rates have held fairly steady at the relatively high level they attained in
1974-75. Property arrest rates, on the other hand, began to decline after
1979, and in 1981 they reached their lowest level since 1973.

There is no obvious explanation for this recent divergence in juvenile prop-
erty and violence arrest rate trends. Data from the National Crime Survey
(NCS) show a general pattern of stability for both property and violent of-
fenses between 1977 and 1979, in contrast to increases in arrests reported in
the UCR, but separate details on juvenile crime are not yet available. NCS
juvenile data do provide an interesting counterpoint to the UCR data for the
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period from 1973 to 1977, however. Whereas arrest rates for both violence
and serious property crimes rose in those years, as seen in Figures 1.1 and
1.2, data from the NCS indicate that offending rates, as reported by victims,
actually declined by 11% in that period (McDermott and Hindelang, 1981,
p. 13). It would be wise to await further analysis of NCS data before drawing
final conclusions about recent changes in juvenile violence rates. Yet not
even arrest data suggest that they are still growing and it seems a safe bet
that additional information will confirm that the wave of juvenile violence
of the past two decades has finally peaked.

The absence of reliable data on juvenile crime extending farther back in
history than two decades leaves us in the unfortunate position of treating
this burst of juvenile criminality as an isolated phenomenon, the final out-
come of which can only be guessed. Nevertheless, research on historical
patterns of homicide by Ted Robert Gurr provides some indirect reassur-
ance that the outcome will be a favorable one. Gurr found that homicide
rates in England were approximately ten times as high in the 13th century as
they are today, and that murder arrests in Boston declined from a level of
more than 7 per 100,000 population in 1860 to less than 2 per 100,000 in
1950. The assault arrest rate in Boston dropped by four to one in the same
period. In other words, our culture has experienced a sustained decrease in
levels of violence of enormous magnitude dating back at least seven cen-
turies. The sudden resurgence of violence that occurred in the 1960s — not
only in this country but worldwide — appears to be a temporary aberration
in an otherwise inexorable trend. Gurr notes that similar aberrations have
occurred before in history but have always abated, leading him to speculate
that “‘crime, like economic growth and population size, has finite limits.
Call it a law of social gravitation: what goes up beyond supportable limits
will eventually come down'' {Gurr, 1979, pp. 356-371].

PATTERNS OF OFFENDING

The dominance of property offenses among the serious crimes of the young,
already noted, can be seen clearly in Table 1.2, which gives the distribution of
index-level arrests by crime category in 1981. This distribution has changed
little over time (Strasburg, 1978, p. 130). Larceny and burglary together en-
compass 80% of juvenile arrests. Among the violent crimes, only robbery
and aggravated assault are of any statistical consequence (rape and
homicide together make up less than 1% of all juvenile arrests for serious
crimes), and robbery stands out sharply as the dominant violent crime of
juveniles. Almost half (49%) of all juvenile arrests for violence were robbery
arrests in 1981. It is the only violent crime whose share in juvenile arrests
(6%) approaches its share in adult arrests {6.5%), and it is the only index
crime for which the total number of juvenile arrests grew significantly (by
6.4%) between 1977 and 1981 (1981, UCR, p. 167}.5
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TABLE 1.2: Percent distribution of arrests for serious
crime, by offense and age group, 1981

AGE GROUP

13-17 18-20 21+

TOTAL VIOLENCE 12.0 19.0 27.0
Homicide 0.3 0.7 1.4
Rape 0.6 1.2 1.9
Robbery 6.0 8.0 6.5
Aggravated Assault 5.1 9.1 17.3
TOTAL PROPERTY CRIME 88.0 81.0 73.0
Burglary 27.6 25.1 15.9
Larceny-Theft 52.4 49.3 51.9
Auto Theft 7.1 6.0 4.3
Arson 0.8 0.6 0.8
TOTAL INDEX OFFENSES 100.0 100.0 100.0

Note: Errors in totals due to rounding

Source: 1981 Uniform Crime Reports, pp. 171-172

Figure 1.3 illustrates the same general point from a somewhat different
perspective. While juveniles {and young adults) are arrested out of propor-
tion to their share of the population in all crime categories, the disparity is
greatest by far in property offenses and robbery. On the other hand, the
juvenile disparity is relatively small for the crimes of homicide, rape and ag-
gravated assault.6 The direction in which these statistics point — increas-
ingly serious consequences of crime as age goes up — has been confirmed in
the NCS victimization studies (Hindelang and McDermott, 1981, p. 72}.

At this point it is necessary to introduce another cautionary note about ar-
rest figures that will become a central theme as the discussion proceeds.
Figure 1.3 describes age-group shares of arrests for the various offense
categories, but not the age-group shares of crimes committed. If we examine
the percentage of crimes cleared by arrests in which only persons under 18
were arrested, a different conclusion about the scope of juvenile violence
can be reached. In 1981, 9.8% of all cleared violent offenses involved the ar-
rest of persons under 18 only (UCR, 1981, p. 158). In other words, the share
of violent crimes (9.8%)] attributed to juveniles is significantly less than their
share of the population {17.4%) taking the entire 7-17 age group, and only
slightly larger than the population share (8.3%) occupied by the most crime-
prone juvenile ages of 13-17. It is certainly less than the juvenile share of ar-
rests (17.2%] for violent crimes.

Some of this difference may be attributable to variations in record keep-
ing for cleared offenses and arrests (including, perhaps, the exclusion from
the cleared juvenile offense category of crimes for which a mixed group of
juveniles and adults was arrested), but the most important factor is prob-
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FIGURE 1.3: Age-group share of arrests for violent and
serious property crime, 1981 {in percent)
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ably the greater propensity of juveniles to commit crimes in groups. Group
criminal activity, which will be discussed further below, gets glossed over
in statistics based on the number of persons arrested. Since arrests are the
most common unit of measurement, a significant distortion is thereby intro-
duced into the public’s understanding of the scope of juvenile crime.

Sex-Group Differences

One of the well-established facts about violent crime is that it is far more
characteristic of males than of females. Overall, about 90% of arrests for
violent crime involves males. The distribution of offenses between males
and females is influenced to some degree by age, however. When victims
identify adults as their aggressors, they name men 14 times more often than
women. For young adult offenders, the ratio is 15 to 1. But for juvenile of-
fenders, the ratio drops to 4 to 1 {(Hindelang and McDermott, 1981, p. 42).
This difference between older and younger females does not appear in ar-
rest data, however. Approximately 10% of each age group’s arrests for
serious violence in 1981 were arrests of females. On the other hand, 21% of
juvenile arrests for simple (non-index) assaults involved females, compared
to only 13% of adult arrests. Again, one can only speculate on the reasons
why victim survey data portray a relatively more active female role in per-
sonal crimes among juveniles than among adults when arrest data do not. It
may be that victims are more reluctant to report crimes by younger females
to the police (but not to surveyors!) than they are to report male or older
female offenses, or that police are more lenient when it comes to arresting
and charging girls.

Girls' arrests for violent offenses rose faster between 1977 and 1981 than
did boys' arrests {Table 1.3), a change inconsistent with other offending pat-
terns. In that period, girls' arrests for index-level property crimes and for all
crimes together dropped at a faster pace than boys’ arrests for the same
offenses.

TABLE 1.3: Percentage change in juvenile arrests,
by sex and offense category, 1977-1981

Boys(18) Girls(18)
VIOLENT CRIMES +3.8 +5.2
Homicide +11.8 +8.7
Rape +4.6 -35.0
Robbery +6.6 +4.5
Aggravated Assault -0.1 +6.2
PROPERTY CRIMES -10.8 -13.2
ALLINDEX OFFENSES -9.2 -12.2
TOTAL ARRESTS -7.6 -.12.8

Source: 1981 Uniform Crime Reports, p. 166
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Boys and girls are also differentiated by the kinds of offense each tends to
commit, Whereas robbery is the most common and fastest growing violent
crime by boys, girls' violence typically involves aggravated assault. Two-
thirds of all violence arrests of girls in 1981 were for aggravated assault. In
theory there should be some logical relationship between crimes labelled
aggravated assault and homicides, since both involve the use (or threat of
using) weapons or extreme force in an attack on another person, and it is
only the outcome that separates events into the two categories (Zimring,
1979). With this in mind, it is interesting to examine the ratio of arrests for
aggravated assault to arrests for homicide among various population
groups, as shown in Table 1.4. The assault-to-homicide ratio for girls is
twice as high as the boys' ratio and three times the ratio for both male and
female adults. This suggests strongly that girls are either less willing or less
able to carry their violent attacks to a fatal conclusion.

TABLE 1.4: Aggravated assault and homicide
arrests, by sex and age, 1981

Men Women Boys Girls
{Age 18) {Age 18) {Age7-17) (Age 7-17)
A. Aggravated 201,793 27,823 31,530 5,802
Assault
B. Homicide 16,144 2,430 1,702 156
RATIOOFATOB 12.5:1 11.4:1 18.5:1 37.2:1

Source: Uniform Crime Reports, 1981, pp. 173-177

In sum, violence by girls remains relatively uncommon, although more
common apparently than violence by older women. When violence by girls
occurs, it tends more toward interpersonal conflict without the economic
motive found in robbery, and its consequences are lethal far less often than
the consequences of violence by boys or adults.

Racial Differences

The disproportionately large role of black offenders in American crime has
been widely reported and analyzed. The National Crime Surveys of 1973
through 1977 produced reported black offending rates that were five times
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white rates in all age and sex groups. For violent crimes, the gap was nar-
rowed to 3:1, but for theft it was vastly larger — from 11:1 to 16:1. So great
indeed was the disparity between the two races that, among juveniles,
black females were found to have higher offending rates than white males
for robbery, assault and larceny (Hindelang and McDermott, 1981, p. 46).

Similar racial differences show up in official arrest statistics. Arrest rates
in 1981 for adults and juveniles of both races are presented in Table 1.5. For
violent offenses overall, black juvenile rates surpass white rates by 7:1, or
more than twice the ratio of black/white violence reported in the NCS. The
disagreement is largely semantic, however. Robbery is considered violence
in the UCR data but put into the personal theft category in the NCS. Black
juveniles' robbery arrest rate exceeds the white juvenile rate by 12:1,
within range of the theft offending rate ratios reported in the NCS. If rob-
bery is excluded and simple assault included, to bring the UCR violence
categories fully in line with the NCS categories, the spread between the
resulting '‘modified’’ violence arrest rates of black and white juveniles
reduces to approximately 3:1, or the same relationship that emerged from
the victim surveys. Despite contrary evidence in some earlier self-report
studies (Gould, 1969; Hirschi, 1969; Williams and Gold, 1972; Gold and
Reimer, 1975) the close agreement between national arrest data and victim
survey data strongly supports the presence of a racial effect in juvenile
violence that cannot be dismissed.

TABLE 1.5: Arrests per 100,000 population, by age,
race and offense, 1981

Juvenile (ages 7-17) Adult (ages 18 and over)
- —
White Blach BlachL/l\it:lme White Black Blmz‘;::i\“h”c

ALL VIOLENCE 127.4 834.2 7:1 153.4 1008.9 71

Homicide 2.9 17.1 6:1 6.8 54.9 8:1

Rape 6.0 46.8 8:1 9.8 72.0 7:1

Robbery 43.4 518.8 12:1 32.7 363.6 11:1
Aggravated

Assault 75.1 251.5 3:1 104.1 518.4 5:1

PROPERTY CRIME 1578.7 3371.5 2:1 549.7 23289 5:1
TOTAL INDEX

OFFENSES 1706.1  4205.7 2:1 703.1 3337.8 5:1

NON-INDEX
{Simple) ASSAULT 168.7 471.6 3:1 189.9 755.5 4:1

Source: 1981 Uniform Crime Reports; Census Bureau Reports,
Series P-25, No. 917, 1982.

These calculations also underscore the unique role of robberies by black
juveniles, chiefly boys. Two-thirds of juvenile robbery arrests nationally in-
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volve blacks; one-third of all juvenile arrests for violent offenses are rob-
bery arrests of black youth. Although black juveniles made up only 2.6% of
the total population in 1981, they were charged in over 19% of robbery ar-
rests of all age groups, compared to 5.5% of arrests for other violent crimes
and 4.8% of total arrests. Figure 1.4 shows arrest rates for both black and
white juveniles from 1970 through 1981 for the crimes of robbery and ag-
gravated assault, which together account for over 90% of all juvenile arrests
for violence. In addition to the outsized role of black youth in robbery,
Figure 1.4 illustrates another important point — the great volatility over
time of robbery arrests of black youth. Swings in the black juvenile arrest
rate for robbery are much more pronounced than for any other violent of-
fense. Why this should occur is not evident, but it seems plain that such
variations have a significant impact on the overall juvenile arrest rate (as
shown in Figure 1.2, above), and through it an important influence on the
public’s perception of juvenile behavior.

While we do not yet have victim survey data to compare with arrest data
for the years after 1977, what we do have for 1973 through 1977 has a less
than perfect fit with arrest statistics. The NCS reports, it will be remem-
bered, indicated an overall decrease in the juvenile offending rate of 11% in
that period. Further decomposition of the data revealed that the entire
reduction could be traced to a drop in black juvenile offending. The offend-
ing rate for white juveniles went up slightly in those years, while the
reported black juvenile rate decreased by more than 40%. The decline was
steady in both urban and suburban areas, and prevailed in rural areas, too,
though irregularly {Hindelang and McDermott, pp. 52-53).7

Arrest rates of white juveniles for aggravated assault and robbery did in-
crease between 1973 and 1977 (as can be seen in Figure 1.4), but not by a
great amount. Similarly, the black juvenile arrest rates for these offenses
did, on the whole, come down, but not by any means in the heroic propor-
tions indicated by the NCS data, nor by any means evenly.

Sorting through all the possible explanations for the variation between
UCR and NCS results is a trying and unrewarding exercise. Definitional in-
consistencies, variations in reporting and clearance rates, and imprecise
measures of seriousness in aggravated assault and robbery make neat cross-
study comparisons virtually impossible. A reasonable alternative measure
of changes in violent behavior over time may be the homicide rate — or
(more problematically) the homicide arrest rate (Gurr, 1979; Zimring, 1979,
pp. 75-78). Murder almost always comes to the attention of the police,
sooner or later; the nature of the crime and its consequences are relatively
immune to definitional obfuscation; and clearance rates are by far the
highest (72% in 1981) of all the violent offenses. Despite the fact that murder
is not numerically significant among juvenile offenses, and it is more typi-
cally a group crime for juveniles than for adults (Zimring, 1979, pp. 75-76),
it nevertheless offers an interesting and useful alternative test of real
changes in juvenile violence.



FIGURE 1.4: Arrests per 100,000 population ages 7 through 17 for
robbery and aggravated assault, by race, 1970-1981
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FIGURE 1.5: Arrests per 100,000 population ages 7 through 17 for

100,000 murder and rape, by race, 1970-1981
48 § AN _
/ .\ ./'\\' .,-
44 - / \ . - ,'/ N~
. \ - AN -
/ - . P
40 r_ e & 0 " \‘ /-
\ e _
36 L \ R Source: 1970-1981 Uniform Crime Reports; Census Bureau
~\ /.’ Reports, Series P-25, No. 917, 1982.
32 | e
— — — — murder: black juveniles
28 F murder: white juveniles
————— rape: black juveniles
a L e rape: white juveniles
”\
20 L I —— \\
\__-——— ~
~
16 } \\ ’/
~ ’/--—— -~ ”
12 ~~~~/’ -
8 |
o o /.f"-'—'—-——""-'_'-"-n -~ —
e ~< e -~
4 L - N7 eea- —-—————
op J;TTrTTT, i + I ! — + ' L year

sasnpy) puv Juaixq 0z



Chap. 1 Recent Trends in Serious Juvenile Crime 21

Figure 1.5 plots homicide (and rape) arrest rates for black and white juve-
niles from 1970 through 1981. The results are plainly consistent with the
trend appearing in the 1973-77 NCS data. In those years, there wasa drop of
19% in the homicide arrest rate of black juveniles and an increase in the
white juvenile arrest rate of 41% (albeit from a much smaller base for
whites). Since 1977, homicide arrest rates have held reasonably steady for
both groups, save for a moderate increase for black youth in 1981. Homi-
cide data, therefore, lend credence to the NCS perspective, namely that
black juvenile violence diminished substantially in the mid-1970s, and they
also support an argument that there has not been a significant reversal of
those gains since.

An interesting glimpse of the role in violent crime of another minority
group, hispanic juveniles, is provided by the UCR data on homicide. In
1981, hispanic youth and adults alike accounted for about 10% of both in-
dex and non-index arrests.? The most significant departure from this level
of participation occurred in homicide and aggravated assault by juveniles:
23.6% of juvenile homicide arrests and 16.4% of juvenile aggravated assault
arrests involved hispanic youths. In the absence of accurate population
figures for hispanic juveniles, it is not possible to calculate corresponding
arrest rates for comparison with other racial and ethnic groups, but a pre-
liminary conclusion that hispanic youth violence tends disproportionately
toward homicide and aggravated assault rather than robbery, as in the case
of black juveniles, would not be unwarranted.

Geographic Variations

Violent crime is much more an urban than a suburban or rural phenomenon
in the United States. Cities with 1 million or more inhabitants had per capita
rates of reported violence that exceeded suburban rates by 5:1 and rural
rates by 10:1 in 1981 {UCR, 1981, pp. 144-145). Victim surveys show a
similarly skewed distribution of violence toward the cities (Laub and
Hindelang, 1981). Contrary to popular belief, however, the juvenile role in
violence does not increase as cities get larger. Instead, the percentage of vio-
lent crimes cleared by arrests involving only juveniles was smallest in the
largest cities in 1981, smaller even than the juvenile share of violence ar-
rests in suburban and rural areas. The small to medium cities {10,000 to
100,000 inhabitants) had the largest juvenile representation {12% to 13.3%)]
in cleared violent offenses (UCR, 1981, pp. 158-159).

If violence is predominantly urban, robbery is the preeminent urban
crime. Reported robbery rates in cities over 1 million population exceeded
suburban rates by 10:1 and rural rates by 50:1 in 1981 {UCR, 1981, pp.
144-145). Urban juvenile robbery rates reported in the National Crime
Survey were five times the comparable rural rate {Laub and Hindelang,
1981, p. 25). Aggravated assault, in contrast, is much more evenly spread
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across geographic boundaries. Data from the 1973 to 1977 NCS show that
the aggravated assault rate per 100,000 population in urban areas is only
twice the rural rate. Assaults {both aggravated and simple) totalled 82% of
personal crimes reported in rural areas compared to 65% of personal crimes
reported in urban areas {Laub and Hindelang, 1981, pp. 25-27).

Groups, Weapons and Consequences of Violence

In probing the subsurface of juvenile violence, arrest data are of little fur-
ther assistance, because their description of events consists almost exclu-
sively of legal labels applied at the time of arrest. For more detail at the
national level, we have to rely on the National Crime Survey of victims,
which provides a rich though not fully up-to-date series of data on group ac-
tivity, use of weapons, injury, financial loss and other important aspects of
the national crime picture. Supplemental information from local and
regional analyses generally tends to support the conclusions of the national
survey. The discussion that follows is, therefore, principally a summary of
the results of the 1973-1977 National Crime surveys, as analyzed and
reported by Michael Hindelang and his colleagues at the Criminal Justice
Research Center in Albany, New York (Hindelang and McDermott, 1981;
McDermott and Hindelang, 1981; Laub and Hindelang, 1981).

Crime by juveniles is more likely to take place in groups than adult crime,
as we have already noted. The younger the offender, the higher the propor-
tion of offenses that are committed in concert with others. Group offending
occurs most often in robbery, where 34% of juvenile offenses, 30% of young
adult offenses, and 22% of adult offenses involve three or more offenders.
The relationship between age and group offending did not change signifi-
cantly over the five years studied ([McDermott and Hindelang, 1981, pp.
17-21). Data from the 1979 victim survey show that groups composed of
juveniles only were responsible for 43% of all multiple-offender crimes that
year, more than any other age or mixed-age group (U.S. Department of
Justice, 1981, p. 9).

The impact of group offending by juveniles on official statistics is not
trivial. We saw earlier that juveniles appear in violence arrest statistics at
nearly twice the rate they appear in statistics on violent crimes cleared.
Since robbery is the most common juvenile crime of violence, and also the
crime in which group offending occurs most frequently, robbery arrests
contribute most to an exaggerated perception of the amount of crime being
committed by juveniles. It is also worth recalling that juvenile robbery is
predominantly an offense of black youths. Consequently, the number of
crimes committed by black youth in particular is likely to be overstated if
measured only by arrests.

Juveniles are less likely to use weapons in their crimes against persons
than are either young adults (ages 18 through 20} or adults. Aggregate dala
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from 1973 through 1977 indicate weapon use by juveniles 27% of the time,
compared to 36% by young adults and 41% by adults. There was virtually
no difference in weapon use by age for aggravated assault, but weapons are
a major definitional element in that offense. For robbery, juveniles used
weapons half as often as adults {30% compared to 60% of robbery
incidents}, with young adults in between {49% of incidents). Rape by juve-
niles involved weapons 11% of the time, compared to 30% for both young
adults and adults.

Adults and young adults are approximately four times as likely as juve-
niles to use guns in their offenses, but there is very little variation by age for
knives and other weapons. Juveniles used guns in about 5% of robbery inci-
dents, young adults 20% and adults 28%. In aggravated assault, guns were
used 15% of the time by juveniles, 20% by young adults and 35% by adults.
Survey data also showed no tendency over the five years toward an increase
in weapon use by juveniles ([McDermott and Hindelang, 1981, pp. 21-27).

One might think that the relatively rare use of weapons, and especially
the deadliest weapon, by juveniles would have a bearing on the seriousness
of harm they inflict on their victims. There appears to be very little variation
in the rate at which offenders in each age group injure their victims. Ap-
proximately 30% of the victims of each group report injuries sustained in
the course of the attacks on them. There is, however, a slight tendency for
injuries to be more serious (that is, to require medical attention) as the age of
the offender goes up: 7% of crimes by juveniles require medical attention to
the victim, 9% of crimes by young adults, and 11% by adults. The difference
is most significant for robbery, in which victims of adults require medical
attention at a rate (15% of all robberies} that is two and one-half times the
juvenile rate (6%). There was no change in the relationship of offender age
to injury over the five years of the study {McDermott and Hindelang, 1981,
pp. 27-38).

All in all, the 1973-77 victim surveys leave an unequivocal impression
that personal crime by juveniles is substantially less serious than personal
crime by adults. While juveniles act in groups and gangs more frequently
than adults, they tend to use weapons less often and less deadly weapons
when they do. Juveniles injure their victims about as often as adults, but the
injuries inflicted tend to be less serious. When juveniles take property,
which they succeed in doing less frequently than adults, the value of the
property tends to be lower than that of the property taken by adults
(McDermott and Hindelang, 1981, 38-47, 54-61). It should be noted, how-
ever, that the bulk of personal crimes (60% in each age group) involve
neither injury nor loss of property. In other words, most crime attempts by
juveniles as well as adults are not successfully completed {(McDermott and
Hindelang, 1981, p. 48).

Robbery in particular, the most common violent crime of the young, takes
on a different aspect when viewed in terms of its consequences to the vic-
tim. Weapons are used in juvenile robbery less than a third of the time, guns
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only 5% of the time. Only 6% of robbery incidents involving juvenile of-
fenders resulted in injuries to the victim requiring medical treatment. On
each of these counts, the typical adult robbery, which could be described as
an encounter with a lone assailant armed with a gun, would have to be
judged as a much more significant criminal confrontation.

VICTIMS OF JUVENILE VIOLENCE

For the population as a whole, the risk of being victimized by an adult is ap-
proximately two and one-half times as great as the risk of being victimized
by ajuvenile, but that risk is not evenly distributed across all ages. By far the
most likely victim of a juvenile offender is another juvenile. The rate of vic-
timization by juvenile offenders is nearly seven times higher for juveniles
(ages 12 to 19} than for the next age group of victims (ages 20 to 34}. Thisisan
unsurprising finding if one takes the view that an offender would look for
the most vulnerable victims and that most adults would probably appear
less vulnerable to young offenders than other juveniles. The logic of this
viewpoint is foiled at the upper end of the age scale, however, where the
elderly — presumably more vulnerable than younger adults — are no more
likely to be victims of juvenile offenders than people aged 35 to 64. Elderly
people, in fact, are more than twice as likely to be victimized by an adult as
by a juvenile (Hindelang and McDermott, 1981, p. 17).

If the elderly do not seem to be special targets of juvenile crime, women
apparently are. In all age groups the male risk of victimization by young
adult and adult offenders is higher than the female risk. However, only
males in the 12 to 19 age group are at higher risk of being victimized by juve-
nile offenders than females. The victimization rate of women exceeds the
male rate slightly after age 19, and the ratio increases moderately with the
age of the victim. In other words, juvenile offenders, unlike their older
counterparts, seem to have a preference for attacking women rather than
men, and the preference gets stronger as the age of the victim increases.
When juveniles attack women, however, the consequences tend to be
slightly less serious than when men are the victims, unlike crimes by older
offenders in which the consequences are about equal for victims of both
sexes (Hindelang and McDermott, 1981, pp. 15-24).

Blacks in America are overrepresented in the population of victims as
well as in the population of offenders. The black victimization rate is 4,368
per 100,000 population, compared to 3,148 per 100,000 for whites. The dif-
ference between the races is greater when adults are the offenders, less with
juvenile offenders and least when young adults are the offenders. Blacksare
not only victims more often than whites, they are also victims of more seri-
ous crimes regardless of the age of the offender. For example, the victimiza-
tion rate of blacks by juvenile offenders is about 1.25 times the white rate
when frequency alone is measured, and goes up to 1.5 times the white rate
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when the victimization score is weighted for seriousness of the offense com-
mitted (Hindelang and McDermott, 1981, pp. 24-28)? Further analysis of
the survey data reveals that whites victimize whites almost exclusively in
all offender age groups, whereas blacks victimize whites in the majority of
cases — more so for juvenile and young adult offenders (67% white victims
for both age groups) than for adult offenders (55% white victims). The ana-
lysts point out that an important factor in this finding is that the number of
potential white victims is much larger than the number of potential black
victims in this country (Hindelang and McDermott, 1981, pp. 62-65).

In general, the 1973-77 victimization surveys indicate an inverse relation-
ship between family income and the risk of victimization: poor people are
more likely to be crime victims than rich people. This pattern does not hold
for the victims of juveniles, however. The poorest income group is no more
likely to be victimized by juvenile offenders than the richest, and the in-
come groups in between have higher victimization rates than either the
poorest or the richest. Here again there may be less than meets the eye. Itis
possible, as the analysts acknowledge, that lower income groups, being
more frequently the targets of crimes, are less likely to report offenses
{especially minor ones) by juveniles than are the more affluent, in whose
lives even a minor assault by a juvenile may be a less routine and therefore
more memorable (and upsetting) event (Hindelang and McDermott, 1981,
pp. 28-32).

The NCS surveys showed, finally, that juvenile offenders are more likely
to have a prior relationship with their juvenile victims than with their adult
victims. Juvenile offenders were strangers to their juvenile victims in 54%
of all offenses and to their older victims in 76% of all offenses. This variation
did not exist for adult offenders, who were strangers to their victims in
about two-thirds of all crimes regardless of the age of victim. What this
means is that randomness in the choice of victim, a quality generally
viewed as raising the seriousness of an offense, is less common in the most
frequent kind of face-to-face crime by juveniles, namely attacks on other
juveniles {Hindelang and McDermott, 1981, pp. 65-68).

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

The picture of American juvenile delinquency conveyed by official arrest
statistics has changed remarkably little over the years. Its basic features are
by now thoroughly familiar to students of this subject. Adolescents are sig-
nificantly more crime-prone than adults, but juvenile violence is rare in
comparison to juvenile theft. Among the young who are arrested for
violence, boys, blacks and urban dwellers are all heavily overrepresented.
Nothing in recent statistics suggests that these general patterns are going to
change soon.

Ninety percent of officially recorded juvenile violence consists of robbery
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and aggravated assault — offenses so vaguely defined and variously inter-
preted that a meaningful evaluation of differences over time, across juris-
dictions, or among age groups, has, until recently, been virtually impos-
sible. The National Crime Surveys begun in 1972 have shed some valuable
though still partial light on these issues, revealing what many observers
have long suspected, that juvenile violence is considerably less serious in
the aggregate than violence by adults. Juveniles use fewer weapons and less
deadly weapons in their crimes and inflict less injury and financial loss on
their victims. The surveys also make clear that the victims of juveniles are
predominantly other juveniles who, almost as often as not, have a prior rela-
tionship to their attackers. Contrary to widespread popular belief, the elder-
ly are not disproportionately singled out as victims by the young. Finally,
the victim surveys emphasize the fact that juveniles act more often in
groups, which makes official arrest statistics a misleading basis on which to
judge the real role of juveniles in violent crime in this country.

In short, while the demographic profile of the typical violent delinquent
— an inner-city minority boy — remains as true as ever and bears a strong
resemblance to the popular stereotype, the nature and consequences of his
crimes do not correspond well with the most terrifying images that emerge
from newspapers and television to haunt the public.

Yet it was perhaps not so much a perceived change in the character of
juvenile violence that ignited public anxiety in recent years as it was the ex-
plosion in raw numbers of reported crimes and arrests that occurred in the
1960s and early 1970s. Even though the dramatic statistical upsurge was, in
the words of two observers, ''neither unprecedented, nor inexplicable, nor
without remedy’’ (Graham and Gurr, 1979, p. 349}, it far surpassed the ex-
perience or recollection of most people at the time and by its very size
tended to generate panic. But panic was never warranted and is even less
appropriate today, when the curve of juvenile crime appears to be flatten-
ing out. Juvenile arrest rates, in the main, have stopped growing since 1974
or 1975. A gradual decline in property offense arrests has prevailed since
1979, an encouraging change, although it is too soon to predict with confi-
dence that it marks the beginning of a long term drop to the lower levels of
earlier years.

The stubborn persistence of violence arrest rates at the high levels at-
tained up to 1975 is a source of concern, but beneath the surface of global
statistics there are encouraging signs, as well. Most forms of juvenile vio-
lence have remained stable since 1978, even as measured by arrest rates.
Only robbery arrests of black juveniles have shown a tendency to keep in-
creasing, but even this trend is obscured by sharp fluctuations in the curve
from year to year and by the relatively large number of multiple-offender
crimes in this category. From the victim surveys we know, too, that robbery
is the category of offense in which the disparity between adult and juvenile
behavior is the greatest. Whether rising or falling, robbery arrest rates in
themselves almost certainly exaggerate the amount of serious violence be-
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ing committed by juveniles. The numerical weight of robberies by black
juveniles in the overall pattern of juvenile violence makes it imperative that
we understand clearly what this crime is all about. In particular, future
studies need to disaggregate the homogenous category of ''black youth'" to
find out with greater precision just who these young robbers are, what their
crimes consist of, and under what circumstances they occur. Only when
armed with that kind of information can we begin to develop intelligent pro-
grams to deal with this critical aspect of the juvenile violence problem.

If the moment is not yet at hand to declare the passing of this wave of juve-
nile violence, a longer historical view of crime patterns reassures us that it is
bound to arrive. Gurr's analysis of long-term homicide rates suggests that
the current wave is simply another temporary reversal of a more powerful
secular trend toward reduced violence in our society. He identifies as the
mainspring of this trend the gradual and selective socialization of people to
“control and displace anger'* — in a word, "civilization'' {Gurr, 1979, pp.
356-371). Despite the magnitude of the upsurge in violence that has af-
flicted America since the 1960s, there is no evidence to support an alarmist
view that it signals a permanent end to the process of civilization,

Because even temporary aberrations cause substantial pain, however,
their causes need to be understood. Why, after nearly a century of gradually
increased ‘'civilization,"" did America suddenly experience a regression of
such large proportions? Gurr rejects the notion that the explanation lies in
such factors as improved police practices or better crime reporting. He
focuses instead on three factors of much more global significance: moderni-
zation, war and the size of the youth population. All three were relevant to
America of the 1960s and 1970s, but the third, a sudden increase in the
youth population, was an especially dramatic and tangible force. The baby
boom of the post World War 11 years generated an unprecedented 50% in-
crease in the American adolescent population during the 1960s, five times
the average increase of the previous seven decades. Similar dispropor-
tionate increases in the youth (notably male) population have correlated
with outbreaks of violence in other times and other places. London in 1841,
for example, recorded a growth in the number of adolescent males to 13.5%
of the total population, a level not equaled since, and experienced a major
coincident crime wave. A contemporary example of the phenomenon in
reverse is offered by Japan, where the youth population remained virtually
constant between 1946 and 1971 and where, unlike the U.S. and many
other industrialized countries, no crime wave appeared (Gurr, 1979,
pp. 367-368).

Acknowledging the power of major social forces over our daily lives re-
quires a certain humility. If we accept that war, demography and moderni-
zation have a substantial influence on crime rates, we must also admit that
they themselves lie well beyond the influence of most public and private
organizations seeking to reduce crime. Neither the police, nor the courts,
nor the Justice Department, nor state legislatures can take any meaningful
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steps to affect the birth rate, international relations or economic and techno-
logical progress. At the same time, because these institutions are charged
with protecting the public welfare, they feel enormous pressure toact when
faced with a sudden large increase in crime. Their concern is not what
makes 20th century America different from 13th century England but what
makes one community safer than another or one child more antisocial than
his peers. Confronted by vast social changes, they have to cope.

What a longer historical view has to offer, in addition to the hope of better
things to come, is a standard against which to measure the programs these
institutions develop to combat crime. That standard is this: if reduction in
violence within our society has been brought about by “civilizing'* forces,
do proposed anticrime measures help those forces or hinder them? Do they
encourage the '‘control and displacement of anger,"’ or do they enflame pas-
sion, stimulate conflict, and shut off legitimate channels for self-develop-
ment and self-expression? There was a time when justice based on an "eye
for an eye' was compatible with the existing level of civilization and under-
standing of human nature, but that time was long ago. Today we know that
our power to reduce crime directly by enacting harsh repressive measures
is limited. The wiser course seems to be to hold fast to civilizing values
while we ride out the wave.

FOOTNOTES

1. “Public Attitudes Toward Youth Crime,"' a national public opinion survey conducted by
Opinion Research Corporation for the Hubert H. Humphrey Institute of Public Affairs,
the University of Minnesola School of Social Work, and the Field Institute, April 1982. A
similar result emerged from a study conducted in the San Diego, California area. Although
police contacts with and arrests of juveniles for major offenses decreased 21% between
1977 and 1981, and reported school violence declined by 42%, a majority of personnel in
the juvenile justice systems of the area perceived that both the number and seriousness of
violent crimes by juveniles had increased in that period. (Pennell and Curtis, 1982)

2. In 1974, for example, the peak year in UCR-recorded arrest rates, there was a sharp drop
in the number of agencies reporting and the population covered, which renders that year's
figures suspect. Reporting agencies represented only 63% of the estimated population in
1974, compared to between 73% and 93% for other years between 1970 and 1980. In addi-
tion, Zimring reports that the 1976 UCR did not include data from Chicago (Zimring, 1979,
p. 88}, an otherwise unremarked omission that raises doubts about the quality of the data
base for other years.

3. Arrest rates are calculated by applying the estimated age-group population in the year in
question, adjusted to reflect the proportion of the population covered by the relevant UCR
slalistics. This introduces some imprecision, especially in the description of behavior of
population subgroups, such as urban dwellers, girls or black youth, but on the whole it
permits useful comparisons.

4. Arrest data for 1974 are particularly unreliable. See note 2, above.

5. Homicide arrests increased by 11.5% in that period, but the base was very small. The
difference amounted to 188 arrests nationwide {1981 UCR, p. 167).
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6. Arson has not traditionally been considered a violent crime, yet in the extreme its conse-
quences can be among the most violent of all. The UCR began including arson among Part
I offenses only in 1979. Itis an important crime to take note of in any discussion of serious
juvenile criminality because of the heavy involvement of youth in arson arrests. In 1981,
42.4% of all arrests for arson involved youth under the age of 18, the second highest
juvenile share of arrests, after burglary, among all index offenses. Even more notable, 26%
of all arrests involved juveniles under the age of 15 — nearly twice the share of burglary
and larceny arrests of such young offenders. The clearance rate for arson, 15% in 1981, is
among the lowest of all index offenses, so arrest data provide only a rough first estimate of
the real role of youth in arson.

7. The offending rate for blacks aged 18 to 20 also decreased, but not as markedly as that for
black juveniles. The white 18 to 20 year-old rate went up even more sharply than the
white juvenile rate (Hindelang and McDermott, 1981, pp. 52-53).

8. Because of the way UCR data are reported, it is not possible to compare hispanic arrest
rates to rates for other racial or ethnic groups. The hispanic count potentially includes of-
fenders identified as both black and white elsewhere in the report. In the 1980 census,
5.2% of the population identified itself as hispanic (Census Burecau 1982).

9. The racial discrepancy in victimization rates holds true for all "'face-to-face" (personal) of-
fenses except simple assault, for which the reported white victimization rate is higher than
the black rate (Hindelang and McDermott, 1981, p. 28).
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STRATEGIC PLANNING IN
JUVENILE JUSTICE —
DEFINING THE
TOUGHEST KIDS

Jeffrey A. Fagan
Eliot Hartstone

There is general agreement from a wide range of theoretical and philosoph-
ical perspectives that 'swift and sure'’ court action is an important part of
an overall delinquency policy. For many youths, unpredictable responses
of the juvenile court are an important factor in the onset and perpetuation of
juvenile crime (Roysher and Edelman, 1980). Control and strain theorists,
for example, argue that the absence of effective mechanisms for sanctioning
delinquent behavior reinforces delinquent conduct and thereby erodes
positive social bonds (Weis and Hawkins, 1979). Deterrence theorists con-
tend that delinquency can be reduced if we ''routinize and make predict-
able the consequences of delinquent behavior’’ (Wilson, 1975). Incapacita-
tion policies are based on the presumption that removal and confinement of
chronic juvenile offenders will eliminate opportunities to commit crimes
and thereby reduce the volume of delinquency {Greenwood, 1982).

Each of these perspectives has been cited recently to support significant
changes in juvenile justice policy where the precepts of '‘aid, encourage-
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ment of Justice. The opinions are those of the authors, and do not necessarily reflect those of
OJJDP. An earlier version of this paper was presented at the Annual Meeting of the Western
Society of Criminology; Las Vegas, Ncvada; February, 1983, 31
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ment, and guidance'’ are being replaced by the principles of punishment
and "just desserts.”” Throughout the land, the rehabilitative ideals of the
juvenile court are being reviewed and overshadowed by concerns with
community protection, punishment, retribution, and, increasingly, secure
confinement {Miller and Ohlin, 1980).

These concerns stem from a growing public perception that the juvenile
court cannot blend punishment with treatment for delinquent youth. Con-
servative critics of the juvenile court cite its inability to sanction juvenile of-
fenders, and in turn its failure to achieve the dual goals of rehabilitation and
individualized treatment (Currie, 1982). Increasingly, the public is demand-
ing that the juvenile court '‘get tough," especially for “'serious,’ "‘repeat,”
or "‘violent offenders’ {Miller et al., 1982). "Get tough'' usually implies
either mandatory incarceration in the juvenile system or presumptive
transfer or referral to the punishment-oriented adult court (Fagan et al.,
1981). Finally, several critics have suggested that the juvenile court be
abolished, or its jurisdiction redefined, arguing that the interests of neither
the public nor youth are served by its parens patriae philosophy {Feld, 1981;
Zimring, 1981; Fisher, et al., 1982).

The emphasis on serious and violent juvenile offenders results from
several factors. First, it is now well known that a small but *'violent few" ac-
count for a disproportionately large percentage of serious and violent juve-
nile crime {Wolfgang et al., 1972; Wolfgang, 1977; Hamparian et al., 1978,
Shannon, 1980}. Second, despite their small numbers, the public perceives
violent juvenile offenders as a major threat to community safety (Presi-
dent's Task Force on Violent Crime, 1982). Third, they are the most prob-
lematic population in the juvenile court, requiring at once the most inten-
sive services and secure confinement. In this regard, they "'drive’’ the juve-
nile courts and correctional agencies, consuming the most resources and
public attention (Miller and Ohlin, 1980}. Finally, serious and violent crime
is at the center of the ideological conflict between proponents of the juvenile
court philosophy and advocates of a retributive or punishment-oriented
system (Coates, 1981). As such, legislation requiring longer sentences and
harsher sanctions has been targeted at this population.

Regardless of whether social responses to juvenile crime empbhasize spe-
cialized treatment or harsher punishment, responsibility has been placed
squarely on the juvenile justice system to identify, adjudicate, and respond
to those juvenile offenders who pose the greatest threat to society and re-
quire the strongest interventions.and sanctions. However, in order to effect
either treatment or control policy, we must first define those offenders and
offenses we wish to target for the system'’s scarce resources. Then, we must
find those youths who meet these criteria {(McDermott, 1982). Unfortu-
nately, there is little agreement among researchers, judges, clinicians, or
legislators |i.e., the public) as to who is a “serious’” or "'violent'" offender,
and which offenders are deserving of harsher sanctions. Moreover, the
juvenile court procedures for identifying ''serious or violent'’ offenders and
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for invoking severe responses are little understood and need to be examined
in detail (Fagan et al., 1981).

This paper examines the issues and problems in defining and targeting
violent juvenile offenders. It begins by reviewing the current debate about
the definition of ''serious’” and '‘violent'’ juvenile offenders, and identify-
ing principles and considerations in formulating a definition. The impor-
tance and role of definitions, the consequences for youths who are so defin-
ed, and the empirical literature are surveyed. The discussion offers guide-
lines for defining violent juvenile offenders which attempt to reconcile
varying perspectives and incorporate empirical, theoretical, and ethical
considerations. A case study of a major federal initiative is then discussed
which highlights the problems encountered in operationalizing and apply-
ing the definition. The paper concludes with an analysis of policy issues and
perspectives on the juvenile court’s role in responding to serious and violent
juvenile offenders.

THE IMPORTANCE OF DEFINITIONS

While there is no consensus as to which individual acts or offense patterns
are ''serious’’ or ''violent," there is general agreement as to the importance
of establishing a definition in terms of social policy and consequences for
youth. But that is where consensus ends. Definitions vary widely depend-
ing on their source and the purposes they serve. McDermott {1982} offers
three such perspectives: research, legislative, and treatment. These three
perspectives provide divergent or even conflicting definitions. Moreover,
differences occur within perspectives. Among researchers, for example,
definitions vary depending on the nature of the task, the questions to be
studied, and the researcher’s professional discipline. Among practitioners
and public officials, definitional perspectives are influenced by ideology,
profession, and responsibilities. Judges and practitioners, for example, are
concerned with treatment placements, secure confinement, and public
safety. These as well as other considerations influence the definitions they
propose.

Definitions and criteria convey the real world applications of social
policy. For example, although ''violent crime'' may be specifically iden-
tified as the focus of proposed delinquency legislation, what various in-
terest groups may label as "'violent’ can include behaviors ranging from
fistfights or schoolyard ''shakedowns’’ to homicide. Defining violence
means not only distinguishing among person offense types but also between
“violent’” and ''non-violent'' offenses (Zimring, 1978). A case in point is
burglary of an occupied dwelling. Many consider this a violent act, although
the intent is to gain property, but not necessarily from a person.

When the debate expands to consider '‘serious’’ offenses we also must
weigh a variety of public opinions regarding the relative impacts of crimes



34 Extent and Causes

such as vandalism, auto theft, larceny, and burglary. Although none of these
crimes involves bodily injury to their victims, the public nevertheless demands
accountability for, and protection from, such acts through "’special measures”
for "'serious’’ delinquents.

Various perspectives also include a youth's history as part of a definition.
Criminologists contend that severity of offense is lessimportant in typifying
delinquent careers than is the frequency of delinquent acts. Several states
have '‘habitual offender’’ statutes, where an offender is labelled due to a
pattern of offenses. However, there is considerable variation across states
regarding the number or nature of prior offenses which qualify for the
category of '‘chronic" offender. Once labelled, though, the "violent,"
“'serious,”’ or ''chronic’’ offender may be subject to special scrutiny and
handling by the juvenile court. Such labels and definitions may have a
cumulative effect, influencing decisions made in subsequent contacts with
the justice system. The fairness and accuracy of "habitual offender statutes”
may thus be limited, and the policy goals of such statutes undercut.

The definition of serious or violent offender conveys not just theoretical
perceptions of causes and remedies, but ideological perspectives on social
control. Zimring {1981} characterizes youth violence as a central theme of
the politics of crime control, while Coates {1981} identifies the serious
juvenile offender as the ideological battleground between supporters of
harsher policies and proponents of deinstitutionalization. Although every
social and political institution which proposes to address youth crime will
have to face these issues, the juvenile court in particular has become the
focus of the debate. Moreover, the debate about harsher punishment for
juveniles has been generalized from the 'serious’’ offender in the juvenile
court to all delinquents (Feld, 1981; Hamparian, 1982). Therefore, the
future of the juvenile court (and the rehabilitative ideal) arguably is related
to its ability to define and effectively handle “'serious’’ and ''violent'’ juve-
niles. In turn, that future may rest on the resolution of this ideological
question.

Consequences of Definitions and Discretionary Decisions

In general, each state has defined those acts or juvenile offense histories
which merit “'special considerations’' or extra-precautionary measures
(Coates, 1981; McDermott, 1982). And those special considerations are the
practical and programmatic applications of social policy: special services,
intensive treatment or supervision, secure confinement, or transfer to adult
court. By linking certain types of offenses with special considerations, such
legislation expresses two themes. First, the offense categories convey what
society views as the most pressing delinquency problems: violent crime,
"'repetitive’’ crime, or '‘serious’’ crime {which usually includes property
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and/or drug sales). Second, the special measures suggest an analysis of
cures, if not causes: incapacitation, removal from the “rehabilitative” juve-
nile jurisdiction toa "'punitive'’ criminal system, mandatory intensive treat-
ment, or even psychiatric care.

Discretion and Disparity. Regardless of which policy or definition is
adopted, implementation inevitably raises numerous practical problems.
Discretion characterizes those justice system decisions which are not
codified, including arrest, charging, plea negotiations, and dispositions. In
some cases, delinquency research may better describe the behavior of the
juvenile justice system than that of the youths. Given the consequences
associated with definitional issues, discretion plays a crucial role in dic-
tating how a case is resolved and how severely a youth is punished. With
discretion come issues of fairness and due process.

Discretion is a major factor at every point in the defining process. The
selection of offenses and behaviors to be identified as "'serious’’ involves
legislative discretion. However, the application of that definition is also sub-
ject to the discretionary interpretation of each decision-maker and gate-
keeper, depending on his or her interests and goals. The discretion points
vary across jurisdictions by court organization and local norms. It is not sur-
prising, then, that issues of disparity and fairness arise.

Legislative discretion can give rise to disparity across states. For example,
two states may differ in their consideration of offense history in the waiver
decision, or in their consideration of which offenses are serious and for
what age groups. The 16-year-old auto thief may be transferred to criminal
court in State A but remains a delinquent in State B. Where youth violence is
targeted, the purse-snatcher who doesn't injure his or her victim may be
placed mandatorily in secure juvenile confinement in State A, on probation-
ary supervision in State B, or charged in criminal court as a felon in State C.
From a broad social policy perspective, seemingly arbitrary criteria of seri-
ousness and age, which have such a heavy impact on the lives of juvenile of-
fenders, lack empirical support or practical meaning (McDermott, 1982).

Disparity within or across states can occur by virtue of prosecutorial dis-
cretion. Consider the cases of two youths charged with similar property of-
fenses. The first juvenile charged with a burglary may be automatically
transferred to criminal court depending on statute. This youth is no longer
considered a juvenile and is thus typically seen as beyond [or excluded
from) rehabilitation. Therefore, it is no longer relevant that the "'cause’’ of
the burglary may have been peer pressure or youthful impulsiveness. Socie-
ty has spoken — the 16-year-old charged with burglary is deemed ready to
be punished as an adult. However, a second 16-year-old charged with petty
larceny is still regarded as a juvenile and, therefore, afforded the more
extensive array of rehabilitative services usually available to the juvenile
court. Does a charge of burglary (a discretionary prosecutorial determina-
tion) imply maturity that the shoplifter apparently has not yet attained?
Does it suggest full capacity and moral development? And, most important,
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does it merit qualitatively different and harsher responses?

Juvenile courts vary widely in terms of court organization and their bear-
ing on case outcome (Ito and Stapleton, 1982). Where a prosecutorial func-
tion is strong, the chances of informal handling decrease if a case is charged
“felony" or "serious.” Exactly who prepares the petition and prosecutes
the case varies across or within states. Thus, although charged as a serious
offender, a youth may be treated quite differently depending on the
political history of a given jurisdiction and the court organization which has
grown around it.

Once transferred, the informality which characterizes the juvenile court
is replaced by a seemingly more formal and due process-oriented adult
court. The first-time juvenile burglar is likely to be handled informally in
juvenile court, without a finding of guilt or innocence, and often with a
treatment or service component to the case outcome {Ito and Stapleton,
1982). In adult court, the transferred juvenile is more likely to become en-
meshed in the plea bargaining mechanisms which often substitute for ad-
judicatory proceedings. By pleading to a lesser charge, the ‘'serious'’ juve-
nile offender now has begun the process of building a criminal record which
is likely to influence future discretionary decisions in the justice system.

In some cases, the reality of criminal processing may work against the
goals of the transfer policy. Plea bargaining and lengthy case processing
may obscure the connection between act and sanction, neutralizing both
deterrent effects and the inherently stronger social control of the adult
system. Also, transferred youth theoretically are subject to the full retribu-
tive power of the criminal court. In reality, though, a wide variety of sanc-
tions are imposed, from probation to incarceration {Roysher and Edelman,
1980). Often, a juvenile appearing for the first time in criminal court will be
perceived as far less ''serious’’ than his adult counterparts who have longer
records, and as a result the youth often receives the minimum sanctions.
McDermott {1982}, citing experience with the New York Juvenile Offender
Law, points out that not only is there inconsistency in the transfer process
(e.g., whois transferred, for what offenses), but "targeted youth are elected
through processes that are unreasonable and unfair."” Roysher and Edel-
man (1981), examining the same law, found considerable sentencing dis-
parities across jurisdictions for youths in adult court. Where transfer is dis-
cretionary, it may be used as a plea bargaining device to obtaina finding of
guilt in juvenile court. Therefore, those youths with the fewest resources
may be more likely to be transferred to adult court or plead guilty in juve-
nile court.

Consequences of Discretion. Not all consequences of being labelled as
"serious'’ or ''violent’ are well understood. There are consequences for the
offender who remains in juvenile court and is labelled as “violent,"”
“serious,’’ or ''chronic.’’ Several states have either passed legislation or
developed administrative guidelines mandating minimum periods of
secure confinement for these offenders. In general, the statutes specify a
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minimum length of stay which is longer for labelled youths (Fisher et al.,
1982). These offenders, once institutionalized, are likely to be assigned to
the most secure facilities available or deemed in need of the strongest treat-
ment regimens. Among the institutional population, a ‘'violent'’ offender
may be regarded as the toughest kid in the facility, possibly leading to more
frequent confrontations with other youths or staff.:

Not only will a label affect the immediate consequences for the youth, but
a youth defined as "'violent' or ''serious’' may also be regarded differently
in future dealings with the authorities. Once subjected to more intensive
scrutiny and surveillance, seemingly minor rule infractions which go
undetected for other youths might carry far graver consequences for the so-
called "'violent" offender. For example, the number of ''technical viola-
tions" for youth on intensive parole supervision was greater than for com-
parable youth on regular caseloads {Waldorf, 1972). Other discretionary
decisions might be similarly affected. Incidents normally screened out at in-
take for other youths might result in a court hearing or even transfer for the
"'serious’’ offender, since political pressure often accompanies such cases
(Zimring, 1978). Plea bargaining and dispositional decisions, each involving
similar discretion, could be similarly affected.

The consequences of such definitions also apply for youths deemed
"dangerous’’ or ‘'violent'' based on clinical or treatment perspectives.
Steadman (1977} documented that indicted felons suffering from mental
disorders and defined as ‘'dangerous’’ were placed in state prisons, whereas
those not defined as dangerous were placed in state mental health facilities.
Steadman found a major qualitative difference in the institutional care
received by these two groups as a result of placement decisions based on the
"dangerous’’ label.

Finally, given the consequences of assigning ‘'violent,’’ ""dangerous,’’ or
"'serious’’ offender labels to these youths, it is crucial that such labels be ap-
plied prudently and accurately. Mislabelling a youth as a violent offender
may promote the behavior that the justice system is seeking to stop.

TOWARD A DEFINITION OF VIOLENT
JUVENILE OFFENDERS

The task before the juvenile justice system is to identify and sanction those
offenders who meet the definition of ‘'serious'’ or *'violent'" in the local
jurisdiction. Such definitions help the court hold youths accountable for
their behavior. The purpose is to link dispositional decisions to treatment
needs with legal sanctions, and to allocate the most restrictive (and scarce)
treatment resources to those youths who threaten public safety. Ultimately,
the court is concerned with predictions of which offenders will go on to
commit further offenses. The assumption, then, is that some combination of
rehabilitation and punishment will change behavior. Given the potential
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consequences of so defining a young offender, we must be particularly
cautious about both the targeted behavior and the prediction of subsequent
behavior.

A brief review of the literature provides no sound empirical basis for con-
structing a definition of "'serious" or ''violent' offender. If the definition in
large part depends on its purposes, then definitions of "'serious” will vary
according to treatment, research, or legislative perspectives (McDermott,
1982). Moreover, there is no consensus as to which acts are serious. For ex-
ample, Coates {1981} argues that only violent offenses be considered. Smith
et al. (1980) are alone in adding drug sales. The OJJDP legislation includes
several property offenses. Sellin and Wolfgang (1972} define "'seriousness”
to include injuries inflicted or property lost. Also, there is no consensus as to
whether a youth who commits one such act is a serious offender. Finally,
there is no agreement whether arrests or adjudications should be the stand-
ard, and how many of either is an appropriate criterion. What follows is an
analysis of several definitional components, particularly as they relate to
treatment decisions and system processing. A definition is offered which
reflects concerns of consequences and philosophy and incorporates em-
pirical knowledge of delinquent careers.

Type of Behavior: Violent or Serious?

The literature on delinquent careers provides little help in identifying those
youths who merit the special handling which accompanies the "'serious" or
“violent'' label. Rojek and Erikson {1982) found no evidence of "violent"
offense specialization among a large court intake sample. In this sample, a
youth arrested for a violent offense was more likely to have committed a
non-violent offense or no offense than another ‘'violent" offense. Hart-
stone, Jang, and Fagan (1983) found a wide variety of serious (both property
and violent felonies) and non-serious offenses among a sample of adjudi-
cated violent offenders. Fagan, Hansen, and Jang (1982) found some
evidence of emphasis on property or violent crime in self-reported delin-
quency among 65 adjudicated violent delinquents. However, violent delin-
quency is better predicted than other criminality (Chaiken and Chaiken,
1982; Wolfgang et al., 1972).

Clearly, there are a variety of behaviors which one can choose to define as
""violent'' or "'serious,’’ depending on one's philosophy, experiences, and
interests. Yet society does not have the resources to afford special measures
for all youths deemed '‘serious.’ The overwhelming number of property of-
fenders in the juvenile court poses problems in identifying and targeting
those who might merit such special measures. The consequences of so
labelling a youthful property offender suggests that the definition be re-
stricted to those who pose the greatest threat to public safety and cannot be
handled by other than extraordinary precautionary measures. In other
words, ethical and practical considerations impel us to select violent youth.
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We agree with Coates (1981) that violent delinquency should be the
behavior to be targeted for such special measures.2 It is the only behavior
which can be '‘predicted’” from analyses of delinquent careers. Youth
violence poses the greatest conflict between the best interests of the youth
and the safety of society. It therefore poses the greatest challenge to the
juvenile justice system. By focusing its scarce resources and attention on
violent youths, the juvenile justice system will respond to a major source of
criticism and concern.

Chronicity of Violence

Once the behavior has been specified, the next issue is determining how
often the specified actions must occur. Should the term "'violent offender"’
include youths who engage in one violent act, or should the term be more
restrictive and include only those youth who repeatedly engage in violent
acts {"'chronic offenders''}, or should it be some combination of "'violent'’
and ''serious'’ acts?

1t is our contention that the juvenile justice system should focus its scarce
resources on the chronically violent offender. Cohort studies suggest that
there are a small number of such offenders and that these individuals are re-
sponsible for a disproportionately large amount of the violent crime com-
mitted in this country {e.g., Wolfgang et al., 1972; Wolfgang, 1977; Ham-
parian, 1978; Shannon, 1980). For example, Hamparian found in the Col-
umbus, Ohio cohort study that only 2.3% of the boys were arrested for
violent crimes and only 16.5% of these boys were arrested more than once.
Wolfgang and colleagues, in the classic Philadelphia birth cohort study
(1972), found that only 6% of the cohort (and 18% of the delinquents) ac-
counted for 71% of the homicides known to be committed by the delin-
quents, 73% of the rapes, and 69% of the aggravated assaults (Wolfgang et
al., 1972).

However, the cohort studies cited above have identified a considerable
number of youths who commit only one violent offense. This phenomenon,
termed desistance by Wolfgang et al., 1972, suggests that one offense is not
indicative of a forthcoming career. These comprehensive cohort studies
also found that a history of violence is the best predictor available of subse-
quent violence. Among violent offenders those reoffending were equally
likely to commit a non-violent or violent offense (Wolfgang et al., 1972). In
other words, past violence is the strongest among several weak predictors of
future violence. It is this small number of youths who repeatedly (though
not exclusively) engage in violent behaviors that we propose be targeted for
special programs, not those youths who only episodically participate in a
violent act.

We propose a definition which requires a measure of chronicity and ex-
cludes the youth who has engaged in only his initial violent offense. Adjudi-
cation for at least two violent offenses should be the criterion.3 Such of-
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fenders are termed by Coates (1981) as dangerous offenders. But that label
itself may provoke responses beyond the rehabilitative/punishment con-
cerns of the juvenile justice system. We prefer chronically violent offender, a
more accurate descriptor of the youths in need of special attention. Again,
the scarce resources of the juvenile justice system should be strategically
allocated among a wide range of demands. Incarceration or special treat-
ment, the most expensive of all measures, should be reserved for those
young people who cannot be placed in less expensive alternatives and who
arguably present a threat to public safety. Two-time violent offenders do
conform to this criterion. Whether one's philosophical grounding is in
deterrence, incapacitation, or control perspectives, sound empirical and
theoretical arguments support a focus on the chronically violent offenders.

Standards of Proof: What is an *'Offender’'?

Having defined the behavior patterns to be targeted, the next step is to
determine a standard of proof that such behavior actually occurred. Again,
the standard depends on both the purposes of the definition, and the conse-
quences which result. For researchers, concerned primarily with counting,
the consequences do not weigh heavily. For treatment staff, judges or legis-
lators, as well as young people, the consequences are far more serious and
immediate. Treatment staff confront an additional concern: that youths
placed into programs be those for whom the treatment is designed. In the
past, problems in matching violent delinquents with treatment modalities
have undermined treatment effectiveness (Fagan et al., 1981).

The available choices for certifying reported behaviors can be roughly
divided into two types: legal criteria (arrest, court petition, adjudication or
conviction); and clinical or actuarial predictors. Each is discussed below.

Legal Criteria. Various definitions of serious or violent offenders have
relied on arrests, court referrals, or adjudications, for specific or generic
charges. The cohort studies cited earlier, for example, used police contact or
police arrest data to identify violent young people. These studies agree that
actual behavior is the best predictor of subsequent behavior, yet we remain
cautious about using arrest data either as predictors or standards of proof.
Official records, particularly arrests or contacts, are not completely
reliable. Aside from the traditional discretion applied in arrest and charg-
ing, organizational factors in law enforcement agencies often have an im-
pact on arrest decisions. McCleary (1981) showed extreme variability in
police arrest data due to administrative practices in three urban police
departments. The charging function in juvenile court intake and in particu-
lar by juvenile prosecutors is also little understood, yet may influence the
targeting process.

Ethical considerations also dictate caution in use of arrests {or court con-
tacts) as the standard of proof. Given the consequences of being defined as
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“'violent,”" we must be assured that youths are not placed, confined, or stig-
matized for offenses which they legally have not committed.

In lieu of arrests, a recent study by Chaiken and Chaiken (1982) suggests
that adjudications may be a more useful predictor of subsequent violence.
They showed that robbery commission rates of young adult offenders can
be "'forecast’’ by three factors:
¢ frequent violent juvenile crime (adjudication for violent crime before
age 18;

* early onset of juvenile crime (especially violent crime before age 16); and
* a number of prior adult robbery convictions.

Of importance here is the identification of convictions and adjudications,
not arrests, as predictors of subsequent violence. While imperfect (their
false positive rate was 30%}, these data suggest that earlier problems in pre-
diction research may be lessened by substituting adjudication for arrest as
the criterion variable. The implications for defining serious and violent
juvenile offenders are also clear: those adjudicated for at least two violent
acts are the dangerous offenders in need of the extraordinary measures
which accompany the definition of serious or violent.

Social and Behavioral Assessments. In lieu of legal processing (peti-
tion, adjudication) or chronicity, it has been suggested by some that a vio-
lent offender can be defined by intake or treatment staff based on his/her
assessment of the youth and his behavior. It has been argued that assess-
ments done by clinicians based on the youth's personality, family, child-
hood behavior, or even demographics are more accurate in assessing a
violent youth than are legal criteria. We will argue that this is not the case.

Several cohort studies have attempted to identify the non-offense (e.g.,
demographic) predictors of repeated or chronic juvenile violence (Polk and
Schaefer, 1972; Wolfgang et al., 1972; Hamparian et al., 1978; Strasburg,
1978; Lefkowitz, 1980; Shannon, 1980). Sample differences and variations
in definitions distinguish these studies. However, some common themes
emerge. Age at onset of criminal activity was not found to be a reliable pre-
dictor in two of these studies (Hamparian et al., 1978; Shannon, 1980). In
contrast, Polk and Schaefer (1972) found that it predicted adult crime, irres-
pective of the level of prior violence. Other variables suggested as strongly
predictive of juvenile violence include sex, race, socio-economic status,
and, to a lesser extent, educational achievement, IQ, and residential mobili-
ty (Wolfgang et al., 1972). A limited recidivism study did not substantiate
the predictive power of any of these variables at the individual level (Schles-
inger, 1978). For example, only one youth in every 20 predicted to become
violent actually becomes violent {Wolfgang, 1977). In addition, using back-
ground characteristics which do not reflect wrongdoing on the part of the
individual to determine punitive sanctions is extremely unethical.

Some childhood development studies have claimed that adult violence is
predictable from such childhood variables as pyromania, enuresis, and
cruelty to animals (Hellman and Blackman, 1966); fighting, temper tan-
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trums, school problems, and inability to get along with others (Justice et al.,
1974); and maternal supervision and discipline, and family cohesion
(Glueck and Glueck, 1950). A more recent study by Lefkowitz et al. {1977)
found that aggression at age 8 is the best predictor of aggression at age 19.
Several studies have found strong relationships between abuse as a child
and later aggressiveness and violence (Fagan et al., 1980; Kuhl, 1981}, and
specifically during adolescence {Alfaro, 1978).

Several attempts have been made to clinically predict recidivism on the
basis of psychologically diagnosed '‘dangerousness'’ {Kozol et al., 1972;
Cocozza and Steadman, 1976). A scale combining 'legal dangerousness'’
{clinically-predicted violence propensity} with age (Cocozza and Steadman,
1974) has resulted in similar problems of over prediction, generating be-
tween 54 and 99% false positives.

Other problems persist in using "'clinical’’ factors to identify serious or
violent offenders. Variables or traits such as enuresis or verbal aggressive-
ness are difficult to uniformly operationalize and measure. When inter-
preted by court intake or treatment staff, they are subject to wide variability
and discretion. Moreover, these factors are generally only weak correlates
or descriptors, and are not very strong predictors of violence. Nor are they
necessarily linked toillegal behaviors. The resulting questions of fairness or
disparity would test the limits of ethical standards, particularly in view of
the potential consequences of such labelling.

As Monahan has noted in his review of prediction research on violent and
serious juvenile behavior, ''prediction of future behavior is an integral part
of the 'rehabilitative ideal,’ and the ‘rehabilitative ideal’ is the essence of
juvenile justice' (1977: 148). The findings of such research should be
pivotal information for both dispositional and intervention decisions. How-
ever, as shown here, prediction studies have not been able to identify corre-
lates or descriptions of serious offenders that predict initial, random, or
career violence or delinquency by juveniles. For these reasons, we reject
clinical criteria of ''dangerousness."

A Combined Behavioral-Legal Approach. A more recent approach
combines both behavioral and legal approaches. Greenwood {1982 pro-
poses an incapacitation policy which would target chronically violent
("'predatory'’) offenders based on both legal criteria [prior arrests and/or
convictions for violent and drug-related crimes} and socio-demographic
characteristics {sex, unemployment history, marital status). Aside from the
general prediction problems with such non-legal factors, incarcerating of-
fenders based on social structural variables (e.g., unemployment) raises
serious legal and constitutional issues.

Whitaker {1982) has argued that a violent offender could be identified not
only by a chronicity of offenses but also through the clinical assessment of
“'situational chronicity" {defined as situations in which the violence involved
in the instant offense is sufficiently extreme to remove most doubts concern-
ing the extent to which the involved youth is only episodically, and not
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routinely, violent). According to Whitaker, 'situational chronicity"
possesses either:

® non-instrumental violence — violence not as means to an end (steal money)
but an end in and of itself (enjoyment unrelated to goal attainment), or

* excessive violence — violence is used above and beyond that required to ac-
complish the goal, though "enjoyment’’ is not always present, or

® aggravaled violence — premeditated violence which is prolonged and
deliberate.

According to Whitaker, the presence of any of these characteristics would
enable a trained person to identify individuals who are as violent as (and
perhaps even more violent than) some youths who have multiple adjudica-
tions for violent offenses. However, both the Whitaker and Greenwood ap-
proaches raise concerns which apply equally to this combined approach
and to behavioral criteria: reliability, "'creaming,'” and validity.

Reliability requires consistent interpretation and application of behavior-
al traits which may be difficult to objectify and measure. Moreover, the set-
ting of a threshold becomes extremely problematic. For example, what is
"excessive'’ or, conversely, ''normative’’ violence? Would screeners
similarly define '‘enjoyment’’ or “excessive’’? What standard of proof
would be applied to ensure that these ephemeral features of the act actually
occurred? For example, will the offender’s ''mood"’ or ''pleasure’’ be adju-
dicated as well as his behavior?

Second, for treatment programs, there is a natural and understandable
selection process whereby clinical staff would, given choices, identify
youths who would further the program's interests. It is not surprising that
program staff might reject disruptive or aggressive youths with histories of
treatment failure. Such youths are difficult to manage and jeopardize the
chances of demonstrating success. Such '‘creaming’’ in juvenile treatment
programs is not uncommon (Cressey and McDermott, 1973,

Finally, for evaluation or knowledge purposes, there are several dangers
attendant to internal validity. Discretionary or qualitative criteria, par-
ticularly in this case, risk the false identification of an episodically violent
youth as chronic. These criteria minimize chances of missing ''truly"
violent youths (i.e., false negatives), but they increase the risk of erroneous-
ly labelling youths who might otherwise commit no further acts of violence
(i.e., false positives) and, by a legal definition, would be excluded. There are
several consequences of this practice for researchers, practitioners, and
youthful offenders:
® youths may be falsely stigmatized and/or subject to more restrictive
placements;

* research is less likely to demonstrate treatment impact because youths in-
appropriate for the treatment model might be selected;

* attempts to generalize research findings to "‘other’” multiple offenders
would be open to attack, thereby undermining the importance of the treat-
ment/research effort.
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We reject the combined approach. The addition of socio-demographic
factors or behavioral criteria to legal criteria may marginally improve the
ability to accurately target dangerous offenders. But the potential human
and social costs outweigh the limited gain in predictive efficacy. The con-
cept of selective incapacitation, as proposed by Greenwood, raises serious
equal protection constitutional issues. Whitaker's approach, while more
benign, poses major problems in “fairness” of interpretation, opera-
tionalization, and measurement, particularly when implemented in several
jurisdictions.

In summary, we agree with Coates (1981) that chronically violentjuvenile
offenders should be targeted for the extra-precautionary measures of
special treatment or secure confinement: a youth with at least two adjudica-
tions for a violent crime. Figure 2.1 shows an operational definition con-
structed for a major federal initiative on treatment interventions with
violent juvenile offenders. Clinical, social, or behavioral criteria are not ac-
ceptable given the purpose and consequences of such definitions. The next
section presents a case study of a major federal research and development
initiative which operationalized and implemented this definitional format
in several urban juvenile courts. This experience generates hypotheses to
explain the perceived crises in juvenile justice system responses to chron-
ically violent delinquents.

DISCUSSION

The future of the juvenile justice system may rest on its ability to respond to
serious and violent juvenile offenders through a marriage of the time-
honored rehabilitative ideals of parens patriae with the growing interest in
punishment for juvenile offenders. If the court cannot blend punishment
with rehabilitative concerns, the legislatures will continue to turn to the
adult system to handle its "toughest'’’ cases. Given the need for strategic
planning of scarce resources, juvenile justice agencies need to fashion ap-
propriate dispositional alternatives and allocate them to youths whose risk
to public safety requires the most intensive care and restrictive placements.
This is the primary policy purpose in defining a special class of juvenile of-
fenders. Failure to do so may prompt legislatures to reduce or eliminate
juvenile jurisdiction (Feld, 1983). The question remains: given the large
volume of cases and the legacy of discretion and informality, can the juve-
nile justice system provide ''swift and sure punishment" and treatment to
serious or violent offenders by applying precise definitions and differentiat-
ing these cases from an omnibus delinquency policy?

This paper has reviewed the principles and considerations needed to for-
mulate such a definition. The role of definitions and the consequences for
youths so defined were discussed and the empirical literature was sur-
veyed. The definition offered relies solely on multiple adjudications for



FIGURE 2.1: VJO Program Eligibility Criteria
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violent offenses, and poses a challenge to the juvenile justice system: Are
the goals of ''swift and sure'’ punishment and treatment, common to a
range of delinquency and crime control theories, attainable when the juve-
nile court and prosecutors bear primary responsibility for identifying and
targeting chronically violent juvenile offenders? Through a case study of a
major federal initiative focusing on chronically violent delinquents, we
observed the responses to this challenge.

In 1981 the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention imple-
mented Part I of the Violent Juvenile Offender Research and Development
Program.* The initiative was designed to test an experimental program for
chronically violent juvenile offenders. The original program criteria which
defined a youth as a '"chronically violent juvenile offender’’ emerged from
the considerations articulated in this paper. The criteria required two court
adjudications for violent offenses {murder$, rape, armed robbery, kidnap-
ping, arson of an occupied structure).

These criteria were implemented when the five violent juvenile offender
projects opened in January, 1982.¢ However, the early history of the pro-
gram was marked by an extremely slow intake of eligible youths. The first
four months of operations resulted in only 12 youths satisfying the criteria
across the five sites. One site (Denver) was terminated due to the absence of
any eligible youths. As a result of the slow intake, the criteria for the Violent
Juvenile Offender Program were expanded on three occasions. The current
eligibility criteria includes youths with a prior adjudication for a felonious
property offense (see Figure 2.1 for complete description of VJO eligibility
criteria).

In applying a rigorous definition, relying on adjudications for violent acts,
we found that there are far fewer youths adjudicated repeatedly for violent
offenses in the juvenile justice systems than is generally believed by the
public, legislators, juvenile justice practitioners, and the media. For exam-
ple, only nine adjudications for target offenses were recorded in a four
month period in the Denver juvenile court. One wonders, then, exactly
what implicit or formal policy governs the use of juvenile corrections’
special resources, if the "'toughest’’ kids are not systematically identified
and placed there.

Is the definition too restrictive? The answer is no, not if one assumes that
the justice system should hold youths accountable for their acts by adjudi-
cating cases on their merits, and that there is an economic logic to placement
policies. One must periodically return to the reason for classifying chroni-
cally violent youth: to afford them access to limited resources and special
measures of the juvenile justice system. The definition, then, serves a stra-
tegic planning purpose for juvenile justice agencies. The rigor of the defini-
tion is consistent with these policy goals. To understand the apparent inabil-
ity to apply the definition, we must turn not to the component criteria but to
juvenile crime and to the justice system practices for identifying chronically
violent youths.
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Two possible explanations can be offered for the low number of violent
youths identified. First, there may be less violent juvenile crime than is gen-
erally thought. While violent juvenile crime certainly is not increasing
(Howell, 1981}, the VJO experience suggests it may actually be lower than
during 1976-80, when this initiative was planned and designed. Second,
violent juvenile offenders may be referred to the juvenile justice system,
but the system is not processing them as such. While there is some truth to
the former explanation, it is difficult to study and subject to arbitrary judge-
ments. The VJO experience suggests that the latter explanation is more rele-
vant. Data collected for this study suggest that there may be processes in the
juvenile justice system whereby the omnibus delinquency policy of parens
patriae results in an inability to distinguish chronically violent youths from
other offenders. The reasons for the attrition of violent juvenile offenders
from the juvenile justice system is examined in a separate chapter in this
book (see Chapter 6, Fagan, et al.).

The Violent Juvenile Offender Program experience does not, as some sug-
gest, demonstrate that a definition of chronically violent juvenile offenders
that relies on adjudications for violent felonies with felonious priors is inap-
propriate. Rather, it has painfully demonstrated to those involved in this in-
itiative, that a definition of ''violence' or '’seriousness'' no matter how well
grounded empirically, ethically and politically, can not in and of itself
achieve the goals of any delinquency policy. The juvenile justice system
must take the initiative to define legally and hold accountable those youths
who meet the criteria through court action and appropriate treatment inter-
ventions which embody theory and policy. Given limited resources, the
strongest interventions must be strategically targeted at those youths whose
offense histories and treatment needs merit special considerations. The first
step in the implementation of this policy is the development of a definition.
This paper suggests some directions for legislators and the justice system.

FOOTNOTES

1. Field notes from on-site researchers at OJJDP Violent Juvenile Offender Projects suggest
‘that these youths are known in the institutions and widely regarded as the paragon of
""toughness."” As such, they are targets for confrontation by both other youths and staff.

2. Specifically, we would classify the following offenses as violent: murder, attempted murder,
voluntary manslaughter, rape, attempted rape, aggravated assault, armed robbery, arson of
an occupied structure, and kidnapping.

3. Some may argue that two violent offenses do not display chronicity. However, our
research uses a standard of adjudication, not apprehension or petition. Youths in the VJO
study {which requires two adjudications for eligibility) average 10.5 petitions of which 3.2
are for violent offenses. Thus, while further study is needed in this area, the VJO Program
experience suggests that where two adjudications for violent offenses are the eligibility
criteria, only chronically violent offenders will in fact be included.
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4. This effort is explained in detail in Chapter 11, Intervening with Violent Juvenile Offenders.

5. A murder adjudication was the lone exception and satisfied the eligibility criteria without a
prior adjudication.

6. The five original V]JO Program sites were Boston, Denver, Newark, and Phoenix (state
juvenile corrections agencies or departments}, and Memphis (juvenile court).
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TOWARD A THEORETICAL
MODEL FOR INTERVENTION
WITH VIOLENT

JUVENILE OFFENDERS

Jeffrey A. Fagan
Sally Jo Jones

Delinquency theory and research historically have viewed juvenile crime
as a continuum of behaviors ranging from status offenses to major felonies,
emanating from a common set of causal factors. As recent research has
focused on the "'violent few'' (e.g., Hamparian, et al, 1978}, it is apparent
that theory and practice for this subset of juvenile offenders should depart
from earlier views. Indeed, one of the sources of past failure in program and
research may be linked to "'unicausal’’ theories of delinquency. Knowledge
and practice developed successfully for a global delinquent population have
been ineffective for violent youths. The result is a growing concern with the
ability of the juvenile justice system to respond to violent delinquents
{Roysher and Edelman, 1980), and a need for theory to ''drive'’ the design of
interventions for this population.

The purpose of this chapter is to review and assess the major research and
theories on the causes of juvenile violence, and to develop a theoretical
perspective to design interventions which build upon existing theory and
knowledge about violent juvenile offenders.

This research was supported by Grants 80-JN-AX-0006 and 82-MU-AX-0003 to the URSA
Institute from the National Institute for Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, QJ-
JDP, U.S. Department of Justice. The opinions are those of the authors and do not represent
the policy of the Department of Justice. 53



54 Extent and Causes
THEORIES OF DELINQUENCY AND VIOLENCE

Over the past thirty years and particularly during the past decade, a number
of theories have been advanced and modified to explain the causes of juve-
nile delinquency and, to a lesser extent, violence. Although there are
several major schools of etiological thought and, often, many variations
within each, two primary thrusts dominate both past and present research.
One orientation focuses primarily on the individual personality. In this
view, youth become delinquent through a predisposition (physical or
psychic) and/or developmental trauma. This psychogenic thrust is evident
in positions that ascribe the motivation for delinquency to such causes as
faulty family interaction patterns, instinctual aggressiveness and neuro-
logical dysfunction. The second orientation stresses the contribution of
social, economic, cultural, and situational factors in the development of
delinquent behavior. These sociogenic theories address the correlation of
high delinquency rates with rapid population turnover, minority and low-
income status, and social disruption as reflected in broken homes, suicide,
alcoholism, and child abuse and neglect.

More recent theoretical research and development has tended to borrow
from both orientations, as will become apparent in the following review of
the four major. schools:

* biological theories;

® psychological theories;

* sociological theories; and

¢ learning and behavioral theories.

Biological Theories

The social and behavioral branches of biology have provided a number of
theories about human aggression and violence. Foremost among these is the
ethological perspective, which holds that urban violence has the same bio-
logical basis as instinctive territorial fight of animals (Lorenz, 1966). Ac-
cording to this school of thought, the weakening of the social structure and
of ties between the child and adult in family, school, religion, and govern-
ment creates a cultural vacuum in which aggressive instincts are no longer
controlled.

Sociobiological theories view delinquency and violence as products of in-
teraction between brain dysfunction and environmental factors {e.g., Roth-
man et al., 1976). Recent research in this view has focused on the links be-
tween delinquency and learning disabilities resulting from brain dysfunc-
tion (Unger, 1978; Bernstein and Rulo, 1976; Sawicki and Schaeffer, 1979;
Podboy and Mallory, 1978; Kvaraceus, 1965) and between violent behavior
and substance abuse |(Ewer, 1968; Boe, 1971; Andrew et al., 1976; Wenk,
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1976; Tinklenberg, 1979). Research on this theory orientation is fairly re-
cent, and there is little data to elaborate or validate this model.

Psychological Theories

Traditional psychological studies of delinquency and violence have been
concerned with intellectual structure, physiological constitution and per-
sonality characteristics. Recent research indicates that while delinquents
do not differ significantly from non-delinquents in general intelligence (Sie-
bert, 1962; Caplan, 1965), they do exhibit specific differences in cognitive
functioning. Delinquents, for example, use relatively few perceptual cate-
gories in viewing the outside world, are less able to tolerate ambiguities,
and tend to deal with others as if they were "'mirror images'’ of themselves
{(Baker and Sarbin, 1956). Homicidal youth appear to rely quite a bit more
on emotion than logic to interpret the world (King, 1975). Physiological re-
search has found some evidence of physical difference among delinquents,
including a physique tending toward the mesomorph (relatively muscular)
(Sheldon, 1949; Glueck and Glueck, 1950b), physical immaturities (Staf-
ford-Clark, 1951), and neurological disorders (Ostrow and Ostrow, 1946;
Lewis et al., 1979).

Personality studies have characterized delinquents as highly *'present-
oriented” (Seligman and Hager, 1972}, emotionally disturbed (Hathaway
and Monachesi, 1953}, inadequately socialized, less responsible and self-
perceived trouble-makers (Dinitz et al., 1958). Quay {1965) has categorized
delinquents into three types — socialized, neurotic and psychopathic —
that, he maintains, differ from each other and have distinctive personality
characteristics. Studies of violent juveniles have revealed a comparative
lack of impulse control {Sorrells, 1977; Russell, 1973), social alienation and
desire for immediate gratification (Vachss and Bakal, 1979), an overpower-
ing fearfulness (Sorrells, 1980}, and greater needs for personal space (Boor-
hem et al., 1977).

Perhaps most useful for intervening with violent juvenile offenders is
psychology's classic causal theory of violence. Similar to the biological
view, Freudian-based theory holds that humans possess a basic instinct-
aggressive drive, controlled in most individuals through the actions of the
ego and superego. In some individuals, however, childhood trauma or other
developmental problems disable these psychic control mechanisms. Ac-
cording to one version of this analysis, the violent youth cannot control his
or her own aggressive impulses due to poor ego strength, ego decomposi-
tion, or immature {underdeveloped) ego {Schoenfeld, 1971). A more recent
theory positing the episodic discontrol of aggressive impulses may be a
more powerful explanation of juvenile violence {Sorrells, 1977).
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Sociological Theories

Three major classes of sociological theory are relevant for conceptualizing
the genesis of serious juvenile offenses:

e Structural/strain theories, exemplified by the concept of differential ac-
cess to opportunities;

e Cultural theories, represented by the ideas of subcultures of violence and
differential association; and

¢ Control theories, which view criminal conduct as a product of the break-
down in ties to the conventional order.

A fourth class of sociological theory, the societal reaction {or labeling} con-
cept, does not address causal issues but views delinquency as a result of the
processing of youths by the juvenile justice system.

Structural/Strain Theories. Built on Merton's general anomie theory of
deviance {1957), the structural/strain approach assumes that delinquent be-
havior is a result of socially induced pressures rather than individual patho-
logical impulses. According to Cloward and Ohlin's (1960) formulation,
delinquency arises out of the discrepancy between socially generated
desires and the socially structured opportunity for their gratification. Expe-
riences of blocked opportunities, primarily among lower-class youth, result
in intense frustration, alienation, and exploration of nonconformist alter-
natives such as delinquent behavior. The limited application of this theory
to youths of lower social class — its main weak point — has been overcome
in the more recent work of Elliott and Voss {1974), who focus on individual
goals as well as opportunities. This extension of strain theory cites self-
report delinquency data showing that middle-class youth are as likely as
lower socio-economic status youth to aspire beyond their means and, thus,
to experience aspiration-opportunity disjunctions leading to frustration.

Empirical tests of strain theory are generally supportive, indicating that
these hypotheses explain as much as 30% of delinquent behavior (Elliott
and Voss, 1974; Brennan and Huizinga, 1975). Still, there is much delin-
quent behavior that it does not account for, including violence. Even bor-
rowing the frustration-aggression hypothesis from psychology, research
has not proven conclusively that frustration leads to general aggression
(Wolfgang and Ferracuti, 1967) or to particular violent acts, e.g., homicide
(Henry and Short, 1954).

Cultural Theories. A second group of sociological theories conceptual-
izes delinquent and violent behavior as the outgrowth of conformity to a
distinctive set of cultural beliefs, values or definitions. The most sophisti-
cated expression of this approach is the theory of subcultures of violence.
Composed of young-adult, non-white males and accounting for much of
both serious crime and homicides, these subcultures are natural social
groups that conform to cultural values emphasizing violence. According to
Wolfgang and Ferracuti, '‘the greater the degree of integration of the indi-
vidual into this subculture, the higher the probability that his behavior will



Chap. 3 Toward a Theoretical Model for Intervention 57

be violent in a variety of situations'’ (1967: 152). Central to this theory is the
proposition that the ""development of favorable attitudes toward, and the
use of, violence in a subculture usually involve learned behavior and a pro-
cess of differential learning, association, or identification'' (160).

While this theory helps to account for the phenomena of gang violence
and prevalence of violent delinquency in minority ghettos, it is not sup-
ported by empirical research, which shows that valuing violence does not
necessarily result in violence {Ball-Rokeach, 1973) and that the value sys-
tems of violent and nonviolent youth offenders are basically the same
{Poland, 1978). Further, subculture and differential association theories
cannot adequately explain anomolies such as the non-delinquent youth
from a high-crime neighborhood or the serious offender from a "'good
environment."’

Control Theories. Social control theory views delinquent behavior as
the result of a lack of internalized normative controls (i.e., beliefs and atti-
tudes), the attenuation of previously established controls {i.e., external
social restraints), and/or conflict between controls to criminal behavior. Ac-
cording to Hirschi, these '‘control theories assume that delinquent acts
result when an individual's bond to society is weak or broken' (1969: 16).

One version of control theory identifies a ‘‘neutralization'' process
whereby youth who are committed to conventional views of morality learn
certain rationalizations that free them from the constraints of such views
and create a suspended condition in which misconduct becomes a viable
option (Sykes and Matza, 1957; Matza, 1964). This approach is highly situa-
tional, depicting the delinquent as adrift in a moral vacuum in which imme-
diate contingencies and pressures shape illegal behavior. Rationalization
before the commission of a delinquent or violent act enables youths to neu-
tralize moral or legal controls and, therefore, to act out illegally. While it is
thus able to account for much violent behavior, the theory does not ade-
quately conceptualize why neutralization occurs, given that the ""will to
delinquency'' arises after, rather than before, neutralization (Hirschi,
1969). Neutralization does, however, explain data describing violence as a
random occurrence in a general pattern of delinquent behavior.

The containment approach focuses on defective socialization to account
for the lack of insulation from deviant cultural "'pulls."” Reckless (1967) has
identified both inner (personal) as well as outer (social) controls that con-
strain or restrain criminal temptation. A number of delinquent character-
istics — poor self-concept, lack of commitment to long-range legitimate
goals, unrealistic or extravagant aspirations, low tolerance of frustration, a
hostile set of beliefs toward the law and its agents — are cited as evidence of
inadequate inner controls. External, or social, controls refer to the role of
sanctions from family, school, peers, and the law in the socialization
process.

Perhaps the most complete statement of control theory is Hirschi's (1969}
argument that attachment to conventional persons, commitment to conven-
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tional pursuits, involvement in conventional activities, and belief in con-
ventioral values reduce the likelihood that a youth will engage in delin-
quent conduct. Hirschi found that attachment to parents is strongly asso-
ciated with resistance to delinquency, and that involvement in conventional
activities such as doing homework is negatively related to involvement in
delinquent acts. Moreover, Hirschi reports that boys tend to ''have friends
whose activities are congruent with their own attitudes,’’ (159} such that
boys with a large stake in conformity tended not to have delinquent friends
and, even if they did, not to commit delinquent acts. On this evidence,
Hirschi argues that inadequate socialization leads to having low stakes in
conformity, which in turn leads to the acquisition of delinquent friends and
to delinquent behavior. Low stakes in conformity result from weakened
bonds {attachment, commitment, belief, involvement). Youngsters are then
free to engage in delinquent behavior because the socialization process has
not developed bonds of sufficient strength to reinforce conformity.

Labeling or Societal Reaction Theory. Focusing primarily on the iden-
tification and processing of offenders by the juvenile justice system, societal
reaction theory does not explain the behaviors that lead to the application of
labels {or to the initiation of a reaction). Rather, assuming that a particular
act has brought a youth to the attention of this system, societal reaction
theory is concerned with differential processing or treatment of such of-
fenses and its effects on future behavior.

Thornberry (1973} found strong evidence of significant differences in the
dispositions of juveniles by the police and juvenile court on the basis of race
and socio-economic status. Interestingly, for offenses of high seriousness,
differential treatment on the basis of race does not hold for juvenile court in-
take screening but does for police decisions to charge or dismiss (among
serious offenders, 70% of blacks vs. 49.6% of whites were referred to juve-
nile court) and for ultimate court disposition (42.8% of the serious black of-
fenders vs. 25.6% of the whites were incarcerated rather than given proba-
tion) (263). Similar tendencies appear with respect to high and low socio-
economic status (265). Contrary findings indicating no significant differen-
tial treatment on the basis of race and/or socio-economic status have been
reported in a number of studies of decision-making at different stages in the
juvenile system {McEachern and Bauzer, 1967; Black and Reiss, 1970;
Terry, 1967; and Weiner and Willie, 1971). Whether such differential treat-
ment is predictive of subsequent violent behavior has not been empirically
tested.

Learning and Behavioral Theories

Learning and behavioral theories of violence and aggression propose that
people are not born with repertoires of aggressive behavior but learn this
behavior largely through observation, which is refined through reinforced
practice {Bandura, 1977). That is, delinquent behavior is learned when it is
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rewarded or reinforced through social interactions. According to these
theories, children learn to use violence as an interpersonal strategy and tac-
tic modeled by their parents, peers, and social milieux {Bandura, 1969;
Staats, 1975; Conger, 1976; Akers, 1977; Kozol et al., 1977).

Researchers who have studied familial determinants of anti-social activi-
ty report a higher incidence of familial aggressive modeling for delinquents
than for non-delinquents {Glueck and Glueck, 1950; McCord el al., 1959;
Sorrells, 1977). Parents who engage in violent acts, such as harsh discipline
or child abuse, teach violence to their offspring (Silver et al., 1969; Hoff-
man, 1960; Lewis and Pincus, 1979; Farrington, 1978}.

The youth's subculture provides a second important source of aggression.
Various studies have located the highest rates of aggressive behavior in en-
vironments where aggressive role models abound and where aggressive-
ness is a valued attribute (Short, 1968; Wolfgang and Ferracuti, 1967).

A third source of aggressive behavior according to learning theories is the
mass media, which provide symbolic models on which youths pattern their
activities. Much empirical research has shown that exposure to televised
violence increases interpersonal aggressiveness in youth and adults (Fried-
rich and Stein, 1973; Leyens et al., 1975; Parke et al., 1975; Steuer et al.,
1971}, although it appears that situational and personal factors affect indi-
vidual responses and susceptibility (Crawford et al., 1976).

THEORY BASE FOR INTERVENTIONS

The foregoing review of delinquency theory and supporting research shows
that the current competing explanations of the causes of violent juvenile
delinquency are in need of further elaboration and integration. Juvenile
delinquency and violent juvenile crime are complex phenomena involving
interactional, individual, situational, and environmental influences {Sadoff,
1978; Earls, 1979). Hawkins and Weis {1980), for example, reviewed ten
self-reported delinquency dala sets and concluded that there are multiple
correlates and causes of delinquency operating within the institutional do-
mains of family, schools, peers, and community. To the extent that any
theory or set of theories fails to take into account each of these influences, its
explanatory power — and, thereby, its usefulness as an intervention model
— is limited.

Attempts to Integrate Theory

There have been several attempts recently to integrate theoretical explana-
tions of juvenile delinquency. One common interface has been between
social learning theory and control theory (Johnson, 1979; Akers, 1977; Con-
ger, 1976, 1977, 1978, 1979; Hawkins and Weis, 1980); others have inte-
grated strain with control perspectives (Elliott and Voss, 1974). Elliott et al.
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(1979} have proposed a combination of the control, strain and social learn-
ing approaches. The dynamic relationships among the variables and pro-
cesses of these integrated models present opportunities to intervene with
both the "'causes’ of delinquency (via control theory) and the manner in
which these causes operate in the social development context {via social
learning theory).

In attempting to compensate for deficiencies in individual theories, how-
ever, these integrated approaches have been criticized for new weaknesses.
Perhaps the most serious of these is the application of theories incorporating
macrosociological variables (i.e., social conditions such as unemployment)
to explain behavior at the individual level. Both strain theory and control
theory, as originally conceived, apply systemic conditions to explain delin-
quent behavior in the aggregate, not the delinquency of individual youth
(Kornhauser, 1978, 1979; Short, 1979). But data on individual differences
indicate that individual behavior is mediated by other factors at the in-
dividual level (e.g., family, peers) (Conger, 1980).

Other critics have viewed integrated theory as a general theory subsum-
ing partial theories, which will probably be very powerful but non-specific
with respect to the range and types of behavior explained (Hirschi, 1979).
Finally, integrated theory assumes that many of the explanatory variables
(i.e., the causal factors) are independent of each other — an assumption that
is risky. For example, socialization experiences vary with respect to social
class. Thus, the process by which youths become delinquent or violent may
not be independent of social-structural conditions. These relationships
must be present in a fully developed theory (Conger, 1980).

Despite these criticisms, an integrated theory is best able to provide a
valid explanation of violent delinquency by incorporating both empirical
tests of the various theoretical perspectives as well as the multiple factors
and correlates specific o the target population of violent youth. An inte-
grated theory can best address the following critical concerns for interven-
tion with violent juvenile delinquents:

¢ Intervention theory should address both causal factors and behavior-
change processes.

* Intervention theory should address only those factors that are identified
both by current research on offenses and characteristics of violent juveniles
and by the theory base(s) (thereby avoiding the criticism of integrated
theory that it accounts for everything and explains nothing).

¢ Intervention theory must closely specify the outcome variable (i.e.,
violent behavior as distinct from other types of antisocial and illegal
behavior) and accommodate critical contextual variables and individual dif-
ferences in psychosocial development that may influence the likelihood of
violent acts.
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AN INTERVENTION MODEL

An integrated theory that addresses these concerns and is responsive to the
criticisms outlined above includes both psychological and sociological ap-
proaches to violent behavior. It relies on properties of both the individual
and the environment to explain behavior, and simultaneously identifies fac-
tors on which to focus treatment and intervention. It specifies both the fac-
tors that underlie violent delinquency and the processes by which youths
may become delinquent and/or violent. A diagram of this proposed theo-
retical scheme is shown as Figure 3.1.

The proposed model integrates control, strain, and social learning
theories of delinquent behavior (as in Elliott et al., 1979). It identifies salient
factors on which to focus intervention by describing the processes that
govern both socialization and delinquent behavior development (Hawkins
and Weis, 1980), and by specifying a motivational component (Conger,
1980). The incorporation of individual differences addresses those causal
roots of violence that cannot be easily explained within a broad conceptual-
ization of delinquency. Thus, by specifying violence as the behavior to be
studied, the intervention theory necessarily incorporates psychosocial fac-
tors unique to a population of violent youth {Sorrells, 1977; 1980).

Control theory informs the model with its two types of bonds — integration
and commitment — which are the elements of socialization. (Elliott et al.
reformulated Hirschi's original statement of bonds.) Integration or external
bonds include such variables as social roles, participation in conventional
activities, and the presence of effective sanctioning networks. Subsumed in
these variables are involvement in, and attachment to, conventional groups
such as family, schools, careers, peers, etc. (Elliott et al., 1979). Commit-
ment or internal bonds include such variables as conventional goals, norms,
and values; personal attachment to parents and peers; social identification;
and feelings of control.

Strain and learning theory lend their focus on the processes (i.e., the speci-
fic experiences or conditions) that strengthen or weaken social bonds and
allow for the ""learning’’ of criminal values and behavior patterns vs. con-
ventional values and behaviors. Attenuating processes include delinquent
learning, negatively reinforcing failure experiences in conventional acti-
vities, blocked opportunities, and the effects of social disorganization at
home, in school, or on the streets that threaten the stability and cohesion of
one's conventional social groups. The learning component is also informed
by certain labeling theorists who have noted the learning involved in the
assignment of a negative label (Becker, 1963; Schur, 1973).

Psychosocial factors that account for many of the individual variables that
distinguish violent youth as a subset of delinquent youth include such pre-
disposing variables as violent families (Kuhl, 1980; Fagan et al., 1980;
Alfaro, 1978), lack of empathy, and emotional disturbance (Sorrells, 1980).

By including a process of delinquent socialization that is not tied to social
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class, this integrated model accounts for the distribution of self-reported
delinquency data across social classes (Elliott et al., 1979). It prescribes fac-
tors on which to focus intervention: goals and opportunities, and the bonds
of integration and commitment. It also prescribes a behavioral component
(social learning) for intervention in the process of involvement in delin-
quent behavior. Finally, the inclusion of psychosocial factors introduces
predisposing variables that may account for violent behavior in youths with
either strong or weak bonds.

The intervention model suggests that youth become delinquent and/or
violent in one of two ways. First, individual psychological factors or early
socialization experiences can precipitate outbursts of violence — the epi-
sodic dyscontrol described by Sorrells {1977; 1980). Second, youths can
become delinquent and/or violent by a process of inadequate socialization.
In this framework, social and personal bonds to ''conformity’’ are under-
developed or weakened, and youths are socialized (i.e., Teinforced) to a
delinquent lifestyle through peer influences. Hirschi (1969), in his formula-
tion of control theory, suggests that peer influence is an important supple-
ment to explain why delinquent behavior occurs when social bonds are
weakened.

Social bonds develop in the units in which socialization occurs: family,
school, law, and peers. Social class and ability are exogenous variables
which affect the development of social and personal bonds {Wiatrowski,
Griswold, and Roberts, 1981). If youths fail to develop social bonds within
each of these units, they become free to associate with and be influenced by
delinquent peers. Under such conditions, given individual factors, violent
delinquency may occur. Even where youths have developed strong bonds,
violence may occur due to individual factors.

How do strong bonds develop? Strong external bonds result from positive
labeling and reinforcement through school or job achievement, involve-
ment in activities perceived as important, and a positive family environ-
ment. Strong internal bonds develop from an effective sanctioning network,
setting and attainment of personal goals, and a belief in self-determination
and control over one's environment. These processes will be affected differ-
entially by early socialization experiences (e.g., violence as model behavior)
and psychosocial development (e.g., child rearing practices, child abuse,
family cohesion). Violence can occur either when positive social bonds are
weakened and the influence of violent delinquent peers becomes the
youth's primary social bond, or when learned violent behavior from adult
role models takes over under feelings of stress or conflict.

In summary, the intervention model identifies four underlying principles
which operate on both internal and external bonds. As such, these processes
are the natural strategies for intervention:

* Social Networking, including both socialization experiences and devel-
opment of personal attachments, which together comprise internal bonds.
This process specifies the development of positive role models and relation-
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ships with non-delinquent peers, personal and institutional or program-
matic resources for support and assistance in times of stress, and develop-
ment of alternative behaviors and cultures for social interactions.

* Provision of Youth Opportunities, including development of oppor-
tunities to successfully engage in positive behaviors and availability of roles
and behaviors that can be positively recognized and reinforced. These are
the units of external commitment. Interventions targeted at this process in-
clude such themes as empowerment, self-determination for aspired goals,
creation of realistic opportunities for vocational and educational achieve-
ment, and involvement in community institutions and activities.

» Social Learning, including the processes by which socialization occurs
and methods for strengthening both external and internal bonds. Social
learning processes include positive labeling and reinforcement, and nega-
tive sanctions for illegal behaviors.

¢ Goal-Oriented Interventions, which specify the behavioral compo-
nent of the intervention strategy, requiring setting behavioral goals that are
realistic and achievable and specific to the youth's needs and abilities. This
element also requires identification of special individual behaviors that
may underlie violent delinquent behaviors {e.g., substance abuse, poor
communication skills, self-defeating behaviors, sexual aggressiveness) and
psychological problems.

Editor’s note: As a result of the process described in this chapter an intervention
model was developed and is being tested currently by the Office of Juvenile Justice
and Delinquency Prevention's Violent Juvenile Offender Program. For a discus-
sion of that model and the issues involved in its implementation, see Chapter 11,
Intervening with Violent Juvenile Offenders: A Community Reintegration Model.
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HOMICIDALLY AGGRESSIVE
YOUNG CHILDREN:
NEUROPSYCHIATRIC AND
EXPERIENTIAL CORRELATES

Dorothy Otnow Lewis
Shelley S. Shanok
Madeleine Grant

Eva Ritvo

Of 55 children admitted to a children’s psychiatric service, 21 were
homicidally aggressive. Psychiatric symptoms and diagnoses did not
distinguish these children from the nonhomicidal children, but the
homicidally aggressive children were significantly more likely to
1) have a father who behaved violently, often homicidally, 2) have
had a seizure, 3) have attempted suicide, and 4) have a mother who
had been hospitalized for a psychiatric disorder. The authors ex-
plore explanations for the contribution of these factors to juvenile
violence.

The purpose of this paper is twofold. First, we shall report a high prevalence
of homicidal behaviors in a 1-year sample of young children hospitalized on
a child psychiatry inpatient unit. Second, we shall attempt to identify
neuropsychiatric symptoms and experiential factors associated with these
homicidal behaviors.

In a previous study on violent adolescents (1}, we found that adolescents
sent to a hospital psychiatric unit were as violent as adolescents who were
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sent to a correctional school. We also found (2] that extremely violent
behaviors in adolescents were associated with psychotic symptoms and
neurological impairment. Especially violent adolescents also had both wit-
nessed and been the victims of severe physical abuse. Little, to date, has
been reported regarding the neuropsychiatric status of extremely violent
young children. We wondered whether young children hospitalized for
psychiatric disorders were as aggressive as their adolescent counterparts
and whether aggression in young children was associated with neuro-
psychiatric or experiential factors similar to those for adolescents.

LITERATURE REVIEW

Murder by young children is a rare event. Hence, there is a paucity of litera-
ture on the subject. In 1961 Easson and Steinhilber described 8 cases of
murderous aggression by male children and adolescents, only 1 of which
resulted in death. They focused on the apparent psychodynamics of the acts
and concluded that one or both parents had fostered or condoned murder-
ous assault. Michaels {1961), reviewing Easson and Steinhilber's clinical
data, reported enuresis in 6 of the 8 boys, epilepsy in 3, and a history of
abuse by a parent in 3 cases. More recently Walshe-Brennan (1975) de-
scribed 11 children convicted of homicide and noted that many of the boys
had overly dominant mothers. According to Walshe-Brennan, these young-
sters had normal intelligence and personality and were healthy and free
from epilepsy. Sargent (1962) described 5 murderous children and hypo-
thesized a family conspiracy in which the child who killed acted out an
unconscious parental wish. Tooley (1975) described 2 children who, he be-
lieved, killed their siblings while acting out maternal wishes. Probably the
best study of homicide by young children is Bender's report (1959} of 33
young murderers evaluated over 24 years. Of the 33, 12 were eventually
diagnosed as schizophrenic, 7 as having chronic brain syndrome without
epilepsy, 3 as epileptic, and 3 as intellectually defective. Noteworthy is the
fact that, of the first 16 children, none were considered schizophrenic at the
time of their initial evaluation although 5 were subsequently so diagnosed.
Bender also called attention to environmental factors, such as extreme
violence in the family.

Most studies have focused on the small number of children who have ac-
tually killed others and have made inferences regarding psychodynamic in-
fluences. Instances of homicidal aggression that have not resulted in death
have been ignored. Given the sparseness of the literature, we welcomed the
opportunity to review the hospital records of an entire 1-year sample of
young children hospitalized for psychiatric disorders both to assess the
prevalence of homicidally aggressive behavior in them and to learn which
clinical and experiential factors were associated with such behavior.



Chap. 4 Homicidally Aggressive Young Children 73
METHOD

Our setting was the child psychiatry inpatient service at a midtown hospital
in a major city, a ward of 18 beds for children aged 3 to 12 years. It is
primarily a diagnostic service, on which patients remain an average of 90
days. Our sample consisted of all children (N = 55) admitted to the service in
a single year in the late 1970s. Data on socioeconomic status were incom-
plete; however, the facility serves primarily children and families from
classes IV and V {Hollingshead, 1958) and a few from classes I-1II. There
were 24 (44%) black, 23 (42%) Hispanic, and 8 {14%) white children in the
sample. There were 42 boys and 13 girls.

Data were obtained from hospital records, which, because of long stays
and the teaching functions of the service, included detailed developmental,
family, and medical histories; psychiatric evaluations; physical examina-
tions, including neurological assessments; psychological testing (Gesell
Developmental Schedule, WISC-R); educational assessments (Gray Oral
Reading Test, Wide Range Achievement Test); and, in most cases, EEGs.
The use of hospital records has advantages and disadvantages. Data are not
uniform or complete because they are not collected primarily for research
purposes. On the other hand, data obtained from retrospective chart
reviews of symptoms and behaviors are unbiased by the possible prejudices
of the investigators.

All symptoms and signs, past and present, that were mentioned in the
charts were recorded. Specifically, the following signs and symptoms were
noted: visual or auditory hallucinations; loose, rambling, illogical thought
processes; paranoid ideation; isolation or withdrawal; sadness or crying;
enuresis; sleep problems (e.g., inability to fall asleep, wandering at night);
minor neurological signs (e.g., coordination problems, choreiform move-
ments, synkinesis); ever having had a seizure of any kind; and a diagnosis of
reading or mathematical disability. A symptom or sign was considered pres-
ent if a clinician so stated and documented it with an example. Similarly,
any reference in the chart to the following behaviors ever having occurred
was recorded: suicidal behaviors (e.g., jumping from windows, trying to
hang or stab self, mention of suicidal ideation), serious assaultiveness other
than occasional fist fights with peers (e.g., attacking a child or adult with an
object, attempting to choke someone, stabbing or threatening with a knife,
setting fire to another person), cruelty to animals, fire setting without ob-
vious homicidal interest, and deviant sexual behaviors (e.g., frequently ex-
posing genitalia, molesting younger relatives).

Diagnoses were made throughout hospitalization by several different
clinicians from different disciplines who had varying levels of expertise.
Most children received several diagnoses. Admission and discharge diag-
noses and all others mentioned in the chart were recorded. Considering the
many diagnoses given each child, the validity of any diagnosis remains in
question. (We are currently studying the validity of these diagnoses and
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their relationship to symptoms, behaviors, treatment, socioeconomic
status, and race.) Diagnoses were categorized as follows: psychosis other
than autism (e.g., childhood schizophrenia, pervasive developmental dis-
order, psychotic episode), attention deficit disorder (including hyperactivi-
ty or minimal brain dysfunction), retardation, conduct disorder (including
sociopathy or unsocialized aggressive reaction), neurosis or adjustment
reaction, organic brain syndrome, epilepsy (including grand mal and petit
mal}, and autism.

We also reviewed the doctors’ order sheets and nursing notes to deter-
mine the kinds of medications that had been prescribed. Medications were
categorized as follows: antipsychotic {e.g., phenothiazines, butryophen-
ones), stimulants {e.g., amphetamine, methylphenidate), and antiepileptics
(e.g., phenytoin, phenobarbital, carbamazepine). Other categories of medi-
cation were so rarely mentioned that they were not reported for this study.

Assessment of Homicidally Aggressive Behaviors

Any mention in the chart of a child's current or past aggressive, withdrawn,
peculiar, or otherwise maladaptive behaviors was recorded verbatim. Four
independent raters were then required to rate whether or not the child had
ever been homicidally aggressive, using as the criterion whether or not the
child's act was so violent that, had it been performed by an adult, it would
have resulted in death or serious injury. Threatening with a potentially
lethal object or weapon was also rated as homicidally aggressive. Accidental
injury to another was not rated as homicidally aggressive. Fire setting alone
was not considered homicidal unless it involved deliberately setting fire to
another person. If a child had set fire to a person, he was counted as positive
for both homicidal aggression and fire setting. For a child to be categorized
homicidally aggressive, 3 of 4 raters had to agree on the rating. In all cases
aggression was longstanding, as well as a current problem leading to admis-
sion, and no child rated homicidally aggressive had committed only a single
seriously aggressive act.

RESULTS
Clinical and Behavioral Differences

Of the 55 children, 21 were judged to have been homicidally aggressive, and
30 were considered not homicidally aggressive. Agreement could not be
reached about 4 children, 3 boys and 1 girl (all of whom had threatened
homicide or carried weapons but had not threatened with weapons), so they
were excluded from the study, which left 51 children. Of the 39 boys, 44%
(N = 17) were rated homicidally aggressive; of the 12 girls, 33% (N =4} were
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rated homicidally aggressive. These proportions did not differ significantly.

Of the 21 homicidally aggressive children, 9 had attacked siblings, 5 had
attacked mothers, 5 had attacked peers, 3 had attacked teachers, and 4 had
attacked other relatives or acquaintances. Of note, none had attacked his or
her father and only 2 had threatened or expressed a wish to do so. The homi-
cidally aggressive acts and other violent behaviors of each child are
presented in table 4.1,

The homicidally aggressive children did not differ significantly from the
nonhomicidal children in terms of the diagnoses they had received. Similar
proportions of homicidally aggressive and nonhomicidal children, during
or before hospitalization, had received diagnoses of psychosis {38% and
40%), attention deficit disorder (48% and 52%), conduct disorder [52% and
37%), neurosis or adjustment reaction {29% and 23%), and retardation {26%
and 29%). The proportion of homicidally aggressive children who had been
diagnosed epileptic was higher than that for nonhomicidal children (29%
versus 7%), and autism was somewhat less prevalent in the homicidally ag-
gressive group (5% versus 30%), but these differences did not reach statisti-
cal significance. There was also no significant difference between the two
groups when we considered discharge diagnoses only.

Pharmacologic treatment also did not distinguish the two groups; 70% of
the homicidally aggressive and 66% of the nonhomicidal children had been
treated with antipsychotic medications, 29% and 18% with stimulants, and
26% and 10% with antiepileptic medications.

The homicidally aggressive and nonhomicidal children had surprisingly
similar symptoms. Similar proportions had experienced visual hallucina-
tions (30% and 32%), auditory hallucinations {55% and 41%]}, looseness of
associations {30% and 31%), paranoid ideation (40% and 32%]}, isolation or
withdrawal (29% and 40%), sadness or crying (14% and 20%), neurological
soft signs (80% and 83%], learning disabilities (48% and 60%), and enuresis
(35% and 21%).

The proportions of homicidally aggressive and nonhomicidal children
with histories of cruelty to animals (14% and 3%), fire setting (33% and
19%), and deviant sexual behaviors {16% and 17%) were not significantly
different. The most significant behavior distinguishing the homicidally ag-
gressive from the nonhomicidal children was suicidal behavior (57% versus
23%; X)?=4.681, p=.031). For example, 1 child allegedly threw himself
down a flight of stairs at age 1%z years and subsequently attempted to jump
out of a window; another deliberately stood in front of a moving bus;
another expressed the wish to kill himself, ran into traffic, and put his hand
in a box of broken glass; another tried to set herself on fire; another tried to
stab herself with a knife and also tried to jump off a roof; another, aged 3%
years, was found with an extension cord around his neck; and another twice
tried to take a drug overdose and once jumped from a second story window.
The most common form of suicide attempt in this group was jumping from a
window or roof; 8 of the 21 homicidal children had tried this method.
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TABLE4.1: Homicidal Acts and Other Violent or Deviant

Behaviors of 21 Homicidal Children

Patient  Sex [yfzgfs) Homicidal Behaviors Dciil};:;lvBl?:llf:\:igxr's

1 F 12.5 Strangled sister until she Bites children in school
turned red; tried to choke
cousin, says wilch's voice
told her to do this.

2 M 8.4 Set fire to couch where Fights with peers; set fires
mother was sleeping, singed in home 3 weeks before
mother’s hair admission

3 M 8.9 Attempted to stab home- Carries pocket knife "'for
maker with knife, says he protection’’; fights with
"wanted to see her dead'’; teachers; knocked out
wants to kill mother, father, peer’s teeth in fight over
grandmother and to ''cut off cookies
my sister’s tit"’

4 M 10.4 Tried to stab brother 3 or 4 Put penis in mouth of
times with knife and fork 2-year-old cousin; drew

picture of boy having head
cut off by Devil; set fires in
trash can, igniting entire
apartment

5 M 9.9 Tried to choke boy on hos- In kindergarten fought with
pital ward; hit brother on teachers and peers, needed
head with bunk bed ladder to be restrained at ankles

and wrists; bit and punched
staff members on ward

6 M 10.2 Tried twice to kill mother, Threw brick from roof of
stood over her with hammer treatment center, angry that
and turned on gas jets in someone messed up art
house; wanted to kill boy work
with kitchen knife

7 F 6.6 Taunts older brother with Uncontrollable at home and
knife, threatening to cut off school; fights with siblings
his head and friends; plays with

matches

8 M 11.4 Threatened to kill mother; Scratched mother on face
tried to strangle brother and and chest when she tried to
sister with hands separate him in fight with

another boy

9 M 3.9 Threw scissors at mother
and visitor, held knife to
mother’s throat while she
slept

10 M 9.9 Threatened to kill mother; Throws furniture; fights

threatened brother with
butcher's knife twice;
threatened to poke out
teacher's eyes; hit teacher
with rubber bat

with peers
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TABLE 4.1: Homicidal Actsand Other Violent or Deviant
Behaviors of 21 Homicidal Children (continued)

. Age - . Other Violent or
Patient  Sex (years) Homicidal Behaviors Deviant Behaviors
11 M 11.3 Drew kitchen knife on Hits and throws objects at
mother mother; fights with friends;
lit fire after voices told him
to do so; cruel to family dog
12 M 8.3 Choked children at school, Fought and threw chairs on
had to be pulled away ward
13 M 9.9 Threatens to kill people Provoked children on ward
with knives; threatened
foster mother while playing
with knives
14 M 9.3 Attempted to awaken Hit children on wards;
mother by hitting her on performed fellatio with
head with hammer another child; punched boy
in nose; put cat under hot
waler; fire setting since
age 3
15 M 12.0 Threatened sister with knife;  Fights in school with peers
slept with it under pillow and teachers; exposes geni-
talia; touches other people's
penises; urinates in school
staircase; set fire to papers,
nearly burned house down
16 M 9.2 Tried to "'immolate’ a class- Threatens brothers with
mate; tried to hit another screw drivers; hides knives
boy over head with heavy under bed; tried to break
equipment teacher’s glasses and pulled
hair from her head; wanted
to hurt father with knives;
set fire to house
17 F 7.9 Attempted to choke class- Fights with peers; provoked
mate peers on ward
18 M 9.1 Tried to stab brother with Collects knives; fights with
butcher knife peers; set fire to kitchen
carpet
19 F 12.6 Gave pills to 5-year-old Tried to attack boy and staff
brother, resulting in hospi- on ward; throws chairs
talization
20 M 5.0 Hit teacher with rubber bat, Hits and bites people;
stating he wanted to kill her scratched face of hospital
staff member; throws and
breaks furniture
21 M 11.3 Unprovoked attack on Several attacks on teachers

teacher with rubber hose,
requiring several men to re-
strain him; pulled knife on
peers who had beaten him up
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Suicidal ideation was also significantly more prevalent in the homicidally
aggressive group of children (80% versus 30%; Xy*=10.083, p=.002).

Seizures

One of the major factors distinguishing the homicidally aggressive from the
nonhomicidal children was a history of seizures. Of the 21 homicidal chil-
dren, 48% {N =10) definitely had a history of seizures, compared with 7%
(N =2) of the 30 nonhomicidal children (Xy?=10.092, p =.002|, and an addi-
tional 10% (N = 2) of the homicidal children probably had seizures. Of the 10
homicidal children with definite seizures, 1 had had grand mal and petit
mal seizures and a seizure following concussion; 1 had had meningitis with
coma and seizures; 1 had had seizures secondary to lead poisoning; another
had had posttraumatic epilepsy and subsequently had coma and seizures
associated with measles; 1 had had grand mal only; 1 was retarded and had
had "'seizures in early childhood'’; and 1 had had both febrile seizures and
seizures following a concussion. Three children had had febrile seizures
only. Of the 2 children with equivocal histories, 1 had had "'episodes of leg
stiffening in infancy'' and ''was followed in pediatric neurology clinic,"”
where a brain scan was performed. The other had episodes of falling to the
ground, losing consciousness, twitching, and having no memory of the
event.

Of note, although having had seizures significantly distinguished the
groups, EEG abnormalities did not. Of the 16 homicidally aggressive chil-
dren on whom EEGs were performed, 38% {N=6) had EEGs that were
reported to be abnormal, compared with 48% (N =10) of the 21 nonhomi-
cidal children for whom EEG data were available. The data were insuffi-
cient to compare types of EEG abnormalities.

A high proportion of children in both groups had histories of perinatal
problems, 79% of the homicidal group and 66% of the nonhomicidal. There
was a tendency (n.s.) for more of the homicidally aggressive children to
have a history of head injury (57% versus 30%| and to have averaged a
greater number of head injuries as well.

Family Violence and Psychopathology

Almost all of the children in both groups had a biological mother in the
home, 95% of the homicidal group and 87% of the nonhomicidal group. On
the other hand, few households in either group had a biological father living
at home (5% versus 27%; Xy*=2.710, p=.100). Nevertheless, records indi-
cated that when the fathers of the homicidal children did appear, their
presence was often literally "'felt’’; in 62% of the households of homicidal
children, the fathers had been physically violent to the mothers, compared
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with only 13% of the households of nonhomicidal children (Xy*=11.020,
p=.001). In fact, 37% of the fathers of homicidal children had themselves
been homicidal, as had 13% of the fathers of nonhomicidal children. For ex-
ample, 2 fathers were in jail for manslaughter, 1 was wanted for murder, 1
had been deported from the United States for stabbing a man, 1 father had
attempted to drown his son, 1 father threw his infant daughter against a
crib, and 1 father was charged with assault after beating his wife so severely
that she was hospitalized for 2 weeks.

Alcoholism was also significantly more common in the fathers of homi-
cidally aggressive children (52% versus 10%; X,?=9.115, p=.003). More-
over, although similar proportions of children in each group had been
physically abused by someone (55% and 45%), abuse by fathers specifically
was more common in the homicidal group (29% versus 7%). In spite of the
greater prevalence of violence among the fathers of the homicidal children,
similar proportions of fathers in each group were said to be known to the
courts or police {33% and 30%).

In contrast to the fathers, only 10% of the mothers in each group were
known to have been in trouble with the law. Of the mothers of the homi-
cidally aggressive children, 25% had physically abused their children, as
had 26% of the mothers of nonhomicidal children; 33% and 26% of the re-
spective groups were alcoholic; and 19% and 3% had been violent toward
their husbands. None of these differences was significant. However, when
these women were violent, they were very violent; 2 of the mothers of
homicidal children had stabbed their mates in the chest. The most signifi-
cant factor distinguishing the mothers of homicidally aggressive children
from the mothers of nonhomicidal children was a history of psychiatric hos-
pitalization; 43% and 7%, respectively, had been hospitalized for psychi-
atric disorders (X)? =7.544, p=.007).

Multiple Regression Analysis

We wondered which combination of the many symptomatic, behavioral,
family, and experiential variables most clearly distinguished the homicidal-
ly aggressive from the nonhomicidal children. We therefore conducted a
stepwise multiple regression analysis, using homicidal aggression and its
absence as the dependent variables. We used as the independent variables
those factors that seemed to distinguish the groups from each other on chi-
square tests and analyses of variance — namely, suicidal behavior, seizures,
numbers of head injuries, abuse by one's father, father's violence toward
the mother, father's alcoholism, and mother's admission to a psychiatric
hospital. We found that the following combination of factors significantly
distinguished the groups: father's violence toward the mother, seizures, sui-
cidal behavior, and mother's admission to a psychiatric hospital. These fac-
tors together accounted for 57.5% of the variance. The father's violence
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toward the mother accounted for 27.5% of the variance, seizures for 15.7%,
suicidal behavior for 9.2%, and the mother's admission to a psychiatric hos-
pital for 6.9%.

DISCUSSION

A constellation of physiological, behavioral, and experiential factors seems
to have contributed to extreme violence in these psychiatrically impaired
children. Whether or not this constellation is characteristic of most ex-
tremely aggressive young children is uncertain and awaits replication
studies.

How might these factors operate to engender violence? Having a seriously
psychiatrically impaired mother is likely to contribute to a child's violent
behaviors in several ways. Obviously, the fact that a mother has been hos-
pitalized for a psychiatric disorder from time to time suggests that a child
has experienced loss and inconsistent, erratic mothering. Moreover, a seri-
ously disturbed mother is likely to have been emotionally unavailable even
when physically present. In addition to their own psychopathology, over
60% of the mothers of the homicidally aggressive children had married
violent, physically assaultive men. Thus the households in which these chil-
dren were raised were filled with violence. Many of the chart descriptions
of the fathers indicated that they were as psychiatrically impaired as their
wives, but their violent, often psychotic behaviors were perceived by socie-
ty as merely antisocial. Hence they were rarely hospitalized for psychiatric
disorders.

Having one or two psychotic parents also suggests that many of the homi-
cidally aggressive children may, themselves, have been vulnerable to
periodic psychotic disorganization (Heston, 1966; Rosenthal, et al., 1968).
This predisposition to pervasive psychiatric disturbance may explain in
part their bizarre patterns of homicidal and suicidal behavior. Both com-
pleted suicidal acts and completed homicidal acts are extremely rare for
young children {Bender, 1959; Shaffer, 1974). Suicide attempts are some-
what more common (Mattson and Hawkins, 1969). When seen separately
or together, they often indicate severe psychopathology (Bender, 1959; In-
amdar, et al., 1982).

The finding of a history of seizures in almost 50% of the homicidal chil-
dren came as a surprise, especially because many had experienced only
febrile seizures. The literature (Hauser, et al., 1977) suggests that early
febrile seizures do not have significant sequelae. The relationship of
violence to seizure disorders remains an area of active debate (Pincus, 1981;
Delgado-Escueta, et al., 1981; Gunn, 1982; Pincus, 1982). It was impossible
in these cases to determine whether any of the violent behaviors reported
were temporally related to a seizure. However, given the prevalence of
head trauma and/or perinatal problems in this sample, it seems that the sig-
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nificance of seizures is primarily an indicator of CNS dysfunction. This kind
of CNS vulnerability is often associated with lability of moods and impul-
sivity (Cantwell, 1975; Rutter, et al., 1970). We speculate that CNS dysfunc-
tion combined with a vulnerability to psychotic disorganization contributed
to the children’'s impulsive self-destructive and homicidally aggressive
behaviors.

Whatever the importance of CNS vulnerabilities and/or a predisposition
to psychosis, the most significant factor contributing to violence seems to
have been experiential, namely, having a violent father. In what ways
might paternal violence encourage violent aggression in children? First, a
violent father furnishes a model for behavior. Second, when directed
toward the child his violence often causes the very CNS vulnerability to im-
pulsiveness about which we have spoken. Finally, witnessing and being the
victim of irrational violence engenders a kind of rage and frustration that,
when directed inward, expresses itself as suicidal behavior. When directed
outward and displaced from the father, it manifests itself as homicidal
aggression.
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THE VIOLENT
JUVENILE OFFENDER:
AN EMPIRICAL PORTRAIT

Eliot Hartstone
Karen V. Hansen

Recent studies have shown that there are a small number of violent youths
who are disproportionately responsible for a large amount of the juvenile
violence committed in this country (Wolfgang et al., 1972; Shannon, 1976;
Hamparian, 1978). However, despite the fact that violent juvenile offenders
constitute a relatively small and identifiable group, juvenile courts and cor-
rections agencies have largely neglected to differentiate these youths and
failed to provide unique dispositions and services for them (see Chapter 6,
Fagan et al.).

Given limited resources, high caseloads, and minimal empirical data, the
juvenile justice system has, for the most part, handled these youths much
like nonviolent offenders, using treatment approaches based on theories of
delinquency causation and rehabilitation which assume all delinquent acts
share common causal factors and etiological roots. Programs specifically
targeted at violent juveniles are extremely rare (Neithercutt, 1978). Not sur-
prisingly, lacking the necessary resources and information, these tradi-
tional facilities and programs have, for the most part, been unsuccessful in
helping these youths refrain from violent and delinquent behaviors upon
their return to the community (Robison and Smith, 1971; Lerman, 1975;

This research is supported in part by Grant #80-]N-AX-0006, and #82-MU-AX-0003, from
the National Institute for Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, Office of Juvenile
Justice and Delinquency Prevention (O]JDP), U.S. Department of Justice, Washington, D.C.
The opinions and views are those of the authors and do not necessarily reflect the position of
the Department of Justice.
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Lipton et al., 1975; Vitner, et al., 1975; Greenwood et al., 1983).

The failure of the juvenile justice system to respond effectively to violent
juveniles can be traced, at least in part, to the absence of both empirical
knowledge on violent juveniles and theories of the causes of violent delin-
quency. The purpose of this article is to contribute to the development of an
empirical data base on violent youths which can be used by the juvenile
justice system in the development of programs, treatment modalities, and
services which are designed for violent juveniles and their particular needs.
Specifically, this paper presents descriptive data on a sample of violent
juvenile offenders selected from four large urban areas in four different
states. Data are presented on the youths' delinquent careers, family back-
grounds, school and employment experiences, peer group delinquency,
gang involvement, and drug/alcohol abuse.

METHODOLOGY

The data on violent juveniles analyzed in this paper have been collected as
part of the URSA Institute evaluation of Part I of the OJJDP-funded Violent
Juvenile Offender Research and Development Program (V]JO Program).!

The data presented below are for the 114 violent juvenile offenders ran-
domly assigned to experimental or control groups in the four test sites? be-
tween February 1, 1982 and March 31, 1983. The data presented were ob-
tained from three sources — the Intake Assessment form (1A}, the Youth
Admission Interview (YA} and the Family Interview.3

The IA form was used to abstract information from official records con-
tained in the subject's case folder which document the youth's court
involvements, prior placements, and family history. The IA has been com-
pleted for all 114 youths admitted prior to March 31, 1983. The YA isa struc-
tured interview conducted with the youth immediately after project assign-
ment. The interview focuses on self-reported delinquency, education and
employment experiences, peer relations, drug/alcohol use, and family con-
text. The interview takes approximately two hours to complete, and was
conducted with 113 of the 114 youths. The Family Interview was conducted
with the youth's mother or mother figure (e.g., grandmother}. In those
situations where the youth had no mother figure, another family member
(e.g., father, sibling) was substituted. The Family Interview focuses on the
family context and the parent's perceptions of the youth's pre-offense
behaviors and activities. Interviews with the subjects' mothers were diffi-
cult to schedule and have resulted in a current data base of 65 Family Inter-
views {57%). This interview requires about one-half hour to complete.

It is our intent to administer the Youth Admission and Family Interviews
to a sample of non-offenders and a sample of non-violent delinquents in
1984. This will allow for a comparison of client and family self-report
variables with our violent offender sample. However, since these data have
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not been collected as yet, this paper is limited to describing the violent juve-
nile offender.

Before describing the youths in this study, it isimportant to present to the
reader the criteria for admission into the VJO Program which, therefore,
qualifies a youth in our study sitesasa ''violent juvenile offender.”” A youth
must have: 1} an instant adjudication for a “'target violent” crime against the
person; and 2} have a prior adjudication for a felonious crime against person or
property. Youths adjudicated for murder are the one exception and do not
require a prior offense history to be program eligible. A complete descrip-
tion of the VJO Program criteria is presented in Figure 5.1. These criteria
were developed to insure that youths admitted into the V]JO Program were
found legally to be guilty of an excessively violent offense against the per-
son, and were repeat offenders {that is not engaged in their first and only
serious crime). The implementation of these criteria insured that the project
did not admit ‘'false positives.’' In establishing the criteria it was recognized
that some violent youth would be excluded from the project due to the for-
mal criteria imposed |[''false negatives''). However, this was tolerated in
order to guarantee that all of the youths admitted into the program were, in
fact, violent and repeat offenders.

After more than one year of operation, it is clear that these criteria have
resulted in the selection of those youths who are the most serious and
violent juvenile offenders in the local juvenile justice systems. It is this
group of violent and repeat offenders which this paper describes.

DEMOGRAPHIC DATA

As noted earlier, the VJO Program consisted of four test sites during its first
funding phase — Boston, Memphis, Newark and Phoenix. Of the 114
youths assigned to these four sites as of March 31, 1983, 41 (36%) were from
Newark, 27 (24%) were from Boston, 24 (21%) were from Memphis, and 22
{19%) from Phoenix. The average age of the youths at the time of assign-
ment was 16.3; the youths ranged from 14 to 18 years of age. The study is
restricted to males only.

Most of the youths meeting the eligibility in the four study sites were
black (73%); a sizeable number were white (18%]); and a few were either
hispanic or chicano {10%). Almost all of the hispanic or chicano youth (90%)
were identified in Phoenix.

DELINQUENT CAREERS

This section of the paper presents data on the delinquent careers of the
violent juveniles in this study. Specifically, data are presented on three
issues central to developing and selecting treatment services for violent



FIGURE 5.1: V]JO Program Eligibility Criteria
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youths — the extent of delinquency in general and violence in particular;
the presence or absence of violent crime specialization; and the age of onset
of violent offenses.

In order to determine how to treat violent juvenile offenders, it is impor-
tant to learn about the nature of their illegal behaviors. While it is crucial to
make treatment decisions for individual clients based on that individual's
specific history, it is equally important for program planners and juvenile
corrections practitioners to have a generalized portrait of the *typical’’ of-
fender's delinquent career so that types of treatment and service interven-
tions which will most regularly be needed can be anticipated, developed,
and operationalized.

The delinquent career portrait which is presented in this section is based
on two data sources — official records of the subjects’ court involvement,
and self-report data obtained through the Youth Admission interview. The
official record data shows the history of official court contact and action
taken for all 114 study youths. The number and nature of court petitions
filed and resultant adjudications are presented. Although official record in-
formation is the usual data source of a discussion of delinquent careers,
several studies (e.g., Wolfgang, 1977; Hindelang, et al., 1979) have shown
the value of examining self-reported data obtained from the subjects them-
selves. While there is reason to have a certain amount of scientific skep-
ticism regarding the accuracy of self-report data, these data are an impor-
tant supplement to official records in that they provide information on '"hid-
den crime'’ which the juvenile justice system is not aware of or chooses not
to act on (Hood and Sparks, 1970; Nettler, 1974; Hindelang et al., 1979,
1981). Wolfgang (1977) found that youths in his Philadelphia cohort study
reported engaging in 8 to 11 serious index crimes for every arrest. It is our
view that data derived from official records and self-report surveys have
different strengths and weaknesses and, therefore, complement each other
in efforts to describe offense histories. As such, this section of the paper in-
cludes information obtained from personal interviews with the 113 study
youths on their illegal activities.

Baseline self-report data on the youth's delinquent involvement were
gathered in the Youth Admission Interview by using the self-reported delin-
quency items derived in the National Youth Survey (Elliott et al., 1981]. In-
cluded in this survey were 31 items on a wide range of delinquent behavior
which focused on three general categories of delinquency — property crime
{13 items), violence (13 items) and drug use {5 items). {For specific items see
Table 5.8.) The youths were asked how many times they engaged in each
particular act during the preceeding 12 months.

Extent of Delinquency

Information obtained from both official records and self-report interviews
document extensive delinquency and violence on the part of the study
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youths. While the official records show that subjects had repeated contact
with courts, the self-report data suggest that the official court contacts
reveal just a small percentage of the number of crimes in which these
youths participate.

Data on the extent of official delinquency engaged in by the study youths
are presented in Table 5.1. Table 5.1 demonstrates the chronic nature of the
official delinquent involvement of the youths. As seen in Table 5.1, these
youths were charged with an average of 10.5 offenses which resulted in an
average of 5.7 formal court adjudications per youth. Almost 85% of the
youths in the study were charged with five or more offenses. Table 5.1 also
shows the repeat nature of the violence engaged in by study youths. The 114
youths in the study averaged 3.2 petitions for violent crimes against the per-
son which resulted in an average of 2.7 formal court adjudications. Almost
60% of the youths were charged with, and 40% of the youths adjudicated
for, three or more violent crimes.

TABLE 5.1: Official Records Data on Extent of Delinquency

Court Action Number of Incidents

Taken 1-2 3-4 5-11 12ormore Total
Petitions N (%) N (%) N (%) N (%) N (%)
Any Type (X =10.5) 11 { 9.6) 7 (6.2) 56 (49.1) 40 (35.1) 114 {100.0)
Violent (')—(=3.2) 47 (41.2) 52 [45.5) 15 (13.3) 0 ( 0.0 114 {100.0}

Adjudications

Any Type (X=5.7) 13 (11.4) 28 (33.3) 58 (50.8) 5 [ 4.5 114 (100.0)
Violent (X =2.7) 69 (60.5) 36 (31.6) 9 (7.9) 0 (0.0 114 {100.0)

As one would expect based on findings from other self-report delinquen-
cy studies {e.g., Wolfgang, 1977), the information derived from self-report
data indicates an even greater prevalence of delinquent conduct than was
reported in the official records. Table 5.2 collapses the specific offenses
reported in the self-report survey into one of the three general categories
(violence, property, drug) and records the number of times each youth
stated he engaged in any of the items within each crime category during the
12 months prior to the instant offense arrest. The number of offenses were
collapsed into six levels of frequency: none; 1-3 times; less than once a
month (4-11 times); 1-4 times a month (12-51 times); at least once a week
{52-103 times); at least twice a week (104 times or more]. As seen in Table
5.2, the 113 youths averaged approximately one violent, one property, and
one drug offense per week. For each of the three categories of crime, ap-
proximately half of the youths said they engaged in a crime from that of-
fense type at least once a month (violence, 45.2%; property, 59.2%; and
drug, 47.8%). Thus, these data portray much more delinquency and vio-
lence than displayed in the official records, which documented the youths
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being charged with 10.5 offenses and 3.2 violent offenses during their entire

delinquent career.

TABLE 5.2: Self Reported Delinquency (12 Months Prior to Instant Offense)

Frequency of Delinguent Activity

None 1-3 Times
N (%) N (%)

<once a 1-4 Times > oncea > twice a
month a month week week

N (®) N (%) N (B] N (%)

Type of Delinquency

Violent Offense 16 (14.2) 21 {18.6)
{X=51.4)
Property Offense 11 { 9.7 18 [15.9)
(X =55.6)
Drug/Alcohol Offense 28 (24.8) 16 (14.2)
(X =56.2

25 (22.1) 23 (24.4] 14 ([i2.4) 14 [12.4)
17 (15.0) 33 (29.2) 17 (16.0) 17 [15.0)
15 (13.3) 14 {12.4) 22 (19.5) 18 (15.9)

TABLE 5.3: History of Court Contact

Offense Type X No. of Petitions' X No. of Adjudications'

Target 2.46 2.13

Lesser Violent .69 .55

Other Person .26 .08

Serious Property 2.98 1.63

Other Property 2.13 .62

Others (e.g., drug, weapon] 197 .67
TOTAL 10.49 5.68

! Means are each based on an N of 114

Crime Specialization

Table 5.3 shows for the 114 study youths the types of offenses processed in
juvenile court. As seen in Table 5.3, these youths averaged a total of 3.41
person offense petitions (target, lesser violent, other person}* 5.11 property
petitions, and 1.97 "‘other’’ offenses (e.g., drug, weapon). Consistent with
the petition data, the youths averaged 2.68 person offense adjudications,
2.25 property adjudications, and .67 adjudications for other kinds of crimes.
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These data suggest that the study youths were brought into and processed
by the juvenile court for a mix of violent and nonviolent offenses. Table 5.4
provides further support for this conclusion. Table 5.4 shows for all youths
the number of violent and property petitions filed. As seen in this table,
there are only a few youths whose official records display habitual violent
behavior without corresponding property offenses. For example, of the 15
youths with five or more petitions for violent offenses, 12 (80%) had at least
seven petitions for property offenses. On the other hand, there are a greater
number of youths in the study who are "'violent offenders'’ but are primari-
ly participating in property crimes. For example, nineteen of the study
youths {16.7%) had petitions for seven or more property crimes and only
one or two petitions for violent offenses.

TABLE 5.4: Relationship Between Violent and Property Offenses
Official Record Data

Violent Petitions Filed

Property
Petitions Filed 1-2 3.4 5-6 7-8 9 or more
N ®m N (%) N (% N (% N (%
0 11 (234) 2 (39) 2 (1820 0 (00 0 {00
1-2 8 (170) 13 (250) O (00 1 (333 0 (0.0
3.4 6 {12.8) 12 (231) 0 (00] 0 (00 0 {00
5-6 3 (64 10 (192) 0 (00 0 (00 0 {00
7-8 6 (128 4 (77 3 (273 0 (00} 1 (100.0)
9 or more 13 (276) 11 (211} 6 (545] 2 (667 0 (0.0
TOTAL 47 (100.0) 52 (100.0) 11 (100.0) 3 (100.0} 1 (100.0)
X* =36.53
df.=20
p < .01

Consistent with the official records, the self-report data display a mix of
person and property crimes with the study youths having committed slight-
ly more property (X =55.6) than violent (X = 51.4) crimes during the past 12
months. As seen in Table 5.5, youths who stated they committed a large
number of violent offenses also said that they engaged in a large number of
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property offenses. For example, of the 17 youths who stated they commit-
ted violent acts at least twice a week, 13 (76.4%) said they also committed
property offenses at least once a week. The relationship between the
number of property and number of violent crimes reported by the youths is
statistically significant at the .001 level. However, like the official records,
the self-report data presented in Table 5.5 show a number of youths who
qualify as violent offenders but who primarily engage in property crimes.

TABLE 5.5: Relationship Between Violent and Property Offenses
Self Report Data

No. of Seif Reported Violent Offenses

<oncea 1-4 Times > oncea >
None 1-3 Times month a month week week

N (%) N (%) N (B) N (] N (%) N (B

> twicea

No. of Self Reported
Property Offenses

None 6 (55.5) 4 (22.2) 3 (17.7) 391 0 (0.0 0 { 0.0
1-3 Times 4 (36.4) 5 [27.8) 4 (23.5) 6 (18.2) 2 (11.8) 0 { 0.0
< once a month 1 {9.1) 6 (33.3) 6 (35.3) 8 (24.2) 2 (11.8) 2 (11.8)
1-4 times a month 0 | 0.0) 1 { 5.6 3 (177} 13 {39.4) 4 {29.4) 2 (11.8)
> once a week 0 { 0.0 2 (1)) 1 | 5.9 31 9.1) 3 (17.7) 5 (29.4)
> twice a week 0 | 0.0) 0 {0.0) 0 {0.0) 0 (0.0 6 (35.3) 8 (47.0)

TOTAL 11{100.0} 18(100.0) 17 (100.0) 33 {i00.0) 17 {100.0) 17 (100.0)

X? =81.38

df.=25

p < .001

Onset of Violence

The last delinquent career issue addressed in this section is the age at which
the youths were charged with their first violent offense. Consistent with
other research efforts (Wolfgang et al., 1972; Rojek and Erickson, 1982) the
data presented in Table 5.6 reveal that most violent youth are charged with
violent crimes relatively early in their delinquent career. Despite common
sense assumptions that violent youth only become violent after building up
to such offenses through a series of nonviolent crimes, we found 52 of our
114 study youths (45.6%) were charged with a violent offense on the very
first petition, and 85 of the 114 youth (74.6%), were charged with a violent
offense by their third petition. Thus, our study produced no evidence to sug-
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gest that delinquent careers escalated from trivial or nonviolent to violent or
predatory offenses.

TABLE 5.6: Career Location of First Violent Petition

Incident Number N (%)
First Petition 52 (45.6)
Second Petition 18 (15.8)
Third Petition 15 (13.2)
Fourth Petition 9 {7.9)
Fifth Petition 4 {(3.5)
Sixth Petition 9 {7.9)
Seventh {or later) Petition 7 (6.1
TOTAL 114 (100.0}

Thus, the official and self-report data on the delinquent careers of the
violent youths in the study displayed in this section show that these youths
typically: engaged in extensive amounts of delinquent and violent be-
haviors; participated in a mix of person and property crimes; and initiated
violent behavior early in their formal delinquent careers.

FAMILY BACKGROUND

Many sociologists and criminologists consider family background and expe-

riences to be an important factor in juvenile delinquency. As noted by

Haskell and Yablonsky,
The social configuration that usually exerts the most profound in-
fluence on every human being is the family. Dislocation in a
youth's family, the absence of the family's potentially positive ef-
fects, or any severe disturbance in one or both parents can produce
devastating negative impacts — certainly including juvenile delin-
quency (1978: 91).

A variety of explanations on how family background and experiences
potentially translate into delinquent behavior have been offered. One
school of thought focuses on the relationship between the parents and the
youth. Andry’s (1971} research lead him to conclude that delinquent youth
differ from the non-offender in the delinquent youth's negative perceptions
of his father's role and the lack of love he feels he has received from the
father. Nye (1958) found that rejection of the youth by the parents and the
rejection of the parents by the youth were closely related to delinquent
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behavior. Other criminologists have stressed parental discipline {Glueck
and Glueck, 1950; Farrington, 1978), broken homes {Shaw and McKay,
1942; Monahan, 1957; Datesman and Scarpitti, 1975}, and family disrup-
tion (Chilton and Markle, 1972). Chilton and Markle concluded that juve-
nile delinquents "'live in disrupted families (more often) than do children in
the general population. In addition, the study suggests that children charged
with more serious conduct more often come from incomplete families than
children charged with less serious delinquency'' {1972: 98).

Another aspect of family life thought to have an impact on juvenile delin-
quency is family violence. It has been suggested that child abuse (Sorrells,
1977; Alfaro, 1978; Strasburg, 1978; Garbarino and Gilliam, 1980), spouse
battering {Alfaro, 1978} and parental criminality are all possible factors con-
tributing to juvenile delinquency.

A more global interpretation of the relationship between the family and
delinquency is contained within control theory (Hirschi, 1969). According
to control theorists the strength of the youth's bonds to conventional society
and its social institutions is related to the likelihood of delinquent involve-
ment. "' Attachment to conventional pursuits, involvement in conventional
activities, and belief in conventional values reduce the likelihood that a
youth will engage in delinquent conduct’’ (Fagan et al., 1981}. The youth's
attachment and commitment to his family is seen as particularly important.
For example, Hirschi states that,

.. . the closer the child's relations with his parents the more he is at-
tached to and identifies with them, the lower his chances of delin-
quency . . . The more strongly a child is attached to his parents, the
more strongly he is bound to their expectations, and, therefore, the
more strongly he is bound to conformity with the legal norms of the
larger system {Hirschi, 1969: 94).

Due to the importance that the family appears to have for a youth's be-
havior, this section of the paper examines the family background of the
violent offenders in our study. Specifically, this section examines the study
youths' family composition, socio-economic status, family violence, and
family contact with the law.

Family Composition

At the time of the interview with the mother, only 22% of the youths' bio-
logical parents remained married. An additional 22% were separated, 22%
divorced, 22% never married and 12% were widowed. When asked who
was the one person primarily responsible for raising the youth, 79% of the
youths identified their mother and only 4% said their father. When asked
what people other than the primary caretaker had been involved in rearing
them, the father was again typically defined as uninvolved. Only 32% of the
youths identified their father as involved in rearing them. In fact, almost as



94 Extent and Causes

many of the youth identified siblings {31%) and grandparents {26%) as iden-
tified their fathers.

Consistent with the data on marital status and primary caretaking, only
one out of five of the study youths {20%] lived with both their biological
mother and father. This is in sharp contrast to national figures which show
76.6% of all children under seventeen living with both natural parents {U.S.
Bureau of the Census, Series P-20, No. 366, 1981). While the figure for black
families is lower {42.2%) than the national average, it remains dramatically
different from the youths in the study. Forty-seven percent of the study
youths reported living in single parent families {41% living with the biologi-
cal mother only and 6% living with the biological father only}. Twelve per-
cent of the youth reported they lived with their biological mother and a step-
father. No one lived with his biological father and stepmother. Other youths
lived with their siblings or other relatives (e.g., grandparents).

The youths in the study had an average household size of 4.9 people. They
averaged 5.1 siblings {biological and step) with 2.6 siblings living in the
home. Other household members largely included grandparents and other
relatives.

Family Socio-Economic Status

Based on the interviews with the youths' mothers, the primary source of
household income for 60% of the families was either full-time (49%) or part-
time {11%) employment. The second most common primary source was
public assistance — approximately one-third of the youths’ households re-
ceive AFDC, SSI, Food Stamps, State Disability, or some other form of trans-
fer payment as their primary income source. The reported average family
income in the sample was $11,560 per year. While this figure is above the
national poverty level ($9,287 in 1981} (U.S. Bureau of the Census, Series
P-60, No. 140, 1981), it is approximately half of the median family income
{$22,390) for the United States and 13% less than the median family income
for Blacks ($13,270) (U.S. Bureau of the Census, Series P-60, No. 137, 1983).

Clearly, for many of the study youths' families the low income figure
reflects, at least in part, the fact that the family is headed by a single parent
— the mother. The study youths typically come from families which have
approximately half the national median family income and, thus, would
have to be defined as coming from economically disadvantaged family
backgrounds. Nationally, a mother raising two children brings home a me-
dian annual income roughly one-third of that made by a couple raising two
children ($8,314 vs. $23,000). Although some experts on the family (e.g.,
Cherlin, 1982) argue that it is the lack of a father's wage rather than the
absence of a father, per se, which contributes most stress to the family, at
this point the argument is inconclusive. The outcome remains, however,
that the youths in this study are faced with stress conditions associated with
low income status.
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Seventy percent of the youths' mothers were unemployed. Over 40% of
.the employed women held unskilled labor positions (e.g., domestic labor,
assembly line work), 17% were employed in semi-skilled positions, 17% in
clerical jobs, and 17% in sales. Only 8% of these women held professional/
technical positions. The distribution of the fathers’ (or father figures')s occu-
pational categories were slightly different. The fathers were concentrated
primarily in the semi-skilled labor positions {47%) and only secondarily in
skilled (e.g., carpenter) positions {18%). Only 8% of the fathers were in pro-
fessional/technical positions. It is interesting to note that 80% of the youths'
mothers said they did not know the occupation of the youths' natural father.

Family Violence

Family violence is a serious national problem which has always existed, but
has received increasing political and academic attention in the last decade
{Schechter, 1982). Family violence encompasses violence between adults as
well as violence to children. Between 1.4 and 2.3 million children have been
beaten up'' by a parent at some time during their childhood (Straus et al.,
1980). Violence among spouses is equally, if not more, prevalent. '‘In any
one year, 1.8 million wives are beaten by their husbands'’ {Straus, 1978).
The vast majority of the time, it is women who are the victims of ''spousal
violence,” therefore we refer to this type of violence as wife battering.
Given the prevalence of violence in many Americans' everyday lives, we
would expect to find it in the homes of the study youths as well. Some
researchers hypothesize a relationship between violence experienced or
witnessed in an individual's childhood environment and the likelihood of
acting violently as an adult {e.g., Fagan et al., 1983). For these reasons we
examined the extent of violence in the homes of study youth.

Information was collected on wife battering, child abuse, and sexual
abuse for all of the study youths through both the Youth Admission Inter-
views and the Intake Assessment forms.

QOverall, 30% of the study youths were found to have at least one of the
three forms of family violence noted above in their families. The most fre-
quent type of family violence uncovered was wife battering. Twenty-three
percent of the youths either stated in their admission interviews or had
evidence in their case folders that their fathers had engaged in wife batter-
ing. Fifteen percent of youths had suffered from child abuse, and 2% of
youths were found to be sexually victimized in the home.

Given the common underreporting of family violence in both client case
folders and face-to-face personal interviews, we believe the 30% figure
noted above is a conservative estimate of the percentage of study youths
who experienced violence in their families.
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Family Contact With the Law

Data on the contact of the youths' families with the law were obtained from
both interviews and the youths' case folders. Data were collected on the
legal system involvement of the youths' father, mother, and siblings.

The most informative finding on the families' illegal involvement is the
apparent high rate of legal system contact of the subjects’ biological fathers
and stepfathers. Almost 40% of study youths stated that either their bio-
logical or stepfather had been arrested; of these youth, 60% (22% of the
youths overall) reported that their father had served time in jail or prison.
Lower figures were found in the clients' case folders (16% arrested). How-
ever, the discrepancy can probably be attributed to incomplete information
on family legal involvement contained in the youths' case folders. The case
folders appeared particularly to lack information on stepfathers.

As one would expect, the youths’ mothers were found to participate in
considerably less crime than the fathers. Only eight of the youths (7%) said
their mothers or stepmothers had been arrested and only four youths said

their mothers had served time.
Information obtained from Youth Admission interviews revealed that a

high percentage of the study youths had siblings who were also involved
with the legal system. Fifty-eight percent of the youths in the study had a
brother and/or sister who had been arrested (10% had both). Furthermore,
40% of youths had a brother and/or sister who had "'served time."

The data presented on youths' family background show that they typical-
ly come from homes in which there was only one biological parent {usually
the mother); homes that were economically disadvantaged; and often had
other family members {father, siblings) in trouble with the law. In addition,
at least 30% of the youths had some form of violence occurring at home
within the family (child abuse, wife battering).

SCHOOL AND EMPLOYMENT EXPERIENCES

As discussed in the section on family, "'control theories assume that delin-
quent acts result when an individual's bond to society is weak or broken"
(Hirschi, 1969: 16). ''Whenever youths' attachment to agencies presumed
to control their behavior are weak, the controls will be ineffective and,
therefore, misconduct emerges’” (Arnold and Brunghardt, 1983: 138).
When a youth is bonded to school and/or work, control theorists would
argue he is less likely to engage in delinquent behaviors.

School

Research studies have shown that ‘“'youths identified as delinquent by
either official or self-report measure are, on the average, not doing as well
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in school as those who are less delinquent’’ {Arnold and Brunghardt, 1983:
138}. The relationship between school performance and delinquency re-
mains even when social class is held constant (e.g., Gold, 1963; Polk and
Halferty, 1966; Kelly and Balch, 1971). While different hypotheses have
been argued to explain this relationship, the explanation most frequently
accepted is that proposed by control theory.

According to Hirschi,

The boy who does not like school and does not care what teachers
think of him is to this extent free to commit delinquent acts.
Positive feelings toward controlling institutions and persons in
authority are the first line of social control. Withdrawal of favor-
able sentiments toward such institutions and persons at the same
time neutralizes their moral force. Such neutralization is, in a con-
trol theory, a major link between lack of attachment and delin-
quency (Hirschi, 1969: 127).

While we do not have data from the schools on the youths' academic per-
formance levels, we did ask the youths a variety of questions about their
commitment and attachment to school. Consistent with control theory, the
data revealed that the study youths, for the most part, lack a commitment to
school.

Over one-quarter of the youths in the study (28%) report that they were
not enrolled in school during the six months on the street prior to being ar-
rested for the instant offense. Of those enrolled, one-third reported attend-
ing school '‘about half the time'’ or less. Thus, less than half of the youth
{49%) were attending school on a regular basis during the time immediately
prior to their instant offense.

While 75% of those in school thought grades were very important, 39%
said they "'didn’t really try" or only "'tried alittle’" in school. Sixty-nine per-
cent of the youths both liked and respected most of their teachers. In spite of
this, almost half (46%) ''didn't care much'’ what their teachers thought of
them. One-fourth, however, said they ''cared a lot."” Overall, 27% report
being ''very satisfied'' with school, 52% '‘somewhat satisfied,”” and 21%
""not at all satisfied."" Although this portrait of school life shows some varia-
tion amongst the study youths, the data indicate that many have at best a
limited commitment to or involvement in school.

Employment

Like school, the employment experience of a juvenile would appear to be an
important factor regarding the individual's participation in illegal be-
haviors. Participation in and commitment to one's employment seems to
militate against illegal involvement. Conversely, a poor work experience
and resultant lack of commitment to achievement in one's work would, ac-
cording to control theorists, increase the likelihood of illegal behavior.
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The relationship between poor employment experiences (e.g., unemploy-
ment, low salary) and adult criminality has been empirically documented
for adults. In a study of a sample of habitual felons, Petersilia found that the
""better employed'' offenders (offenders at work 75% of their street time
and making at least $50 per week as a juvenile or $100 per week as an adult)
compared to other offenders in the sample ‘'tended to be less active in
overall adult crime, and were inclined to commit fewer crimes against per-
sons. . .'" (Petersilia et al., 1978: 91}. Further, Petersilia stated that the adult
felons in the study saw lack of employment as their greatest problem (Peter-
silia et al., 1977: I1X). West and Farrington {1977) found that a sample of
young adult offenders had held menial jobs which required little training,
had been fired at least once, and were frequently unemployed and looking
for work. Other studies have likewise found a strong relationship between
post-incarceration recidivism and post-release employment (Glaser, 1969;
Knudton, 1970}.

While the relationship between employment experience and criminality
for adults is more conclusive, the relationship between the employment of
juveniles and delinquency/criminality requires further research. If control
theory is valid, it is logical to assume that juvenile employment and commit-
ment to the job act to militate against youths engaging in delinquent
behavior. This would appear to be particularly true for those youths who
have not developed a commitment to school or higher education {Hirschi,
1969; Kelly and Pink, 1973). Further, it seems logical to assume that the
development of job skills, employment experience, and commitment to the
work ethic as a juvenile would be beneficial to one's adult employment ex-
perience and, therefore, would influence the likelihood of adult criminali-
ty. The data presented below, based on interviews with the study youths,
provide some insight into the employment experiences of a sample of
violent juvenile offenders.

Of the 113 youths interviewed, 18% said they had worked full-time
within the six-month period preceding their instant offense for an average
of 41 hours per week. An additional 29% reported they had worked part-
time for an average of 18 hours each week. Some of those youths who did
not hold down paying jobs did participate in vocational training programs.
Nine percent of the subjects said they were participating in a vocational
training program for an average of 25 hours per week.

Table 5.7 displays the extent to which youths employed (or in a vocational
training program) were satisfied with their vocational experience, and
reports the regularity with which they reported to their job. As seen in Table
5.7, the majority of youths working did not have strong feelings about their
jobs — about half of the working youths {full or part-time) defined their jobs
as simply "'OK."" Twenty-three percent of the youths working defined their
jobs as “great'’ and 3.7% as “terrible.”” Youths who were participating in
vocational training programs were more satisfied with their vocational ex-
perience. Forty percent of these youths said they thought their program was
""great’' and an additional 40% said it was ''good."
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TABLE 5.7: Vocational Experience

(N=11)*
{N=20) {N=33) Vocational
Full-time job Part-time job Training TOTAL
N (%) N (%) N %) N (%)
Job Satisfaction
Great 5 (25.0) 7 (21.2) 4 (40.0] 16 (25.4)
Good 3 {15.0) 7 {21.2) 4 (40.0) 14 (22.2)
OK 10 (50.0) 18 (54.6) 2 {20.0) 30 (47.6)
Not Good 1 { 5.0 0 { 0.0 0 (0.0 1 (1.6}
Terrible 1 ( 5.0) 1 | 3.0 0 { 0.0 2 | 3.2
Report to Work
Always 15 (75.0) 24 (75.0) 7 {70.0) 46 (74.2)
Almost always 4 (20.0) 7 (21.9) 3 (30.0) 14 (22.6)
Sometimes 1 { 5.0 0 { 0.0 0 (0.0 1 (| 1.6)
Rarely 0 (0.0 1 { 3.1) 0 (0.0 1 | 1.6}
Not at all 0 (00 0 { 0.0) 0 { 0.0 0 { 0.0)

*There is missing data for one youth participating in a vocational training program

Table 5.7 also shows how regularly the youths said they reported to their
job or training program. As seen in this table, youths showed up regularly,
as 96.8% of the youths said they reported "'always’ or ""almost always."’ In
contrast with the school attendance rate discussed earlier (49% of those
enrolled attended regularly), the study youths were much more regular in
reporting to work than school.

All study youths were asked how satisfied they were with their job skills.
The youths who were most satisfied were those youths involved in voca-
tional training programs {50% very satisfied, 30% somewhat satisfied, and
20% not satisfied at all). Youths who were working (full- or part-time) ap-
pear for the most part to be satisfied {46.2% somewhat satisfied, 32.7% very
satisfied, and 21.2% not satisfied at all). Not surprisingly, the youths who
were the least satisfied with their job skills were those youths who were not
employed or participating in a vocational training program during the six
months prior to the instant offense (31% not satisfied at all, 48.3% some-
what satisfied, and 20.7% very satisfied]. When coupled with the general
"'job satisfaction’’ question, these data demonstrate the value that youths at-
tribute to vocational training programs. Unfortunately, only a small
number of the study youths (8.8%) participated in job training programs
during the six-month period prior to the instant offense.

Youths were also asked two questions regarding their relations with their
co-workers. They were asked how much they respect their co-workers and
how many co-workers they were friendly with. The responses to these
questions are interesting. The majority of the youths said they respected all
of their co-workers {55.6%) and an additional 23.8% said they respected
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"some' or '‘a lot'’ of their co-workers. On the other hand, 33.9% of the
youths said they were not friendly with any of the people they worked with
and another 12.9% said they were friendly with hardly any of their co-
workers. Thus, these data show that while the youths in our study respected
the people they worked with, for whatever reasons, friendships typically
did not develop between the study youths and their co-workers.

Overall, the data presented on the youths' school and employment expe-
riences suggest that most of the violent youth in our study do not possess
strong bonds to school but appear to have some commitment to work. We
do not, however, as yet have the comparable information on non-offenders
in our study cities to contrast with these data.

PEER GROUP

A factor frequently described as contributing to juvenile delinquency is the
youth's peer group and the support such peers give to illegal behaviors.
While theorists discuss the peer group in different terms depending on the
perception of the intensity of illegal involvement of the peers (gangs, delin-
quent subcultures, subculture of delinquents), most sociologists acknowl-
edge the importance of the peer group as a contributing factor to juvenile
delinquency (Cohen, 1955; Miller, 1958, 1975; Matza, 1964, Sutherland and
Cressey, 1970).

This section of the paper discusses the extent to which study youths per-
ceive their peer group as engaged in delinquency and violent behavior and
to what extent the study youths are involved in gangs.

Peer Group Delinquency

The peer group serves as a powerful reference group influencing an indi-
vidual's behavior. Most sociologists believe a major factor contributing to
the likelihood of a youth engaging in delinquent behavior is the support his
peers give to such misconduct.

In order to find out the extent of the delinquent involvement of the
youths' friends (hence rendering an atmosphere where delinquency is en-
dorsed, or at least not discouraged), we asked the study youths two series of
questions concerning the illegal involvement of their friends. It is important
to keep in mind that the youths' reports of their friends' illegal activities are
based solely on their perceptions. The subjects’ perceptions, while admit-
tedly not an objective indicator of crime involvement, are important even if
they were found to be poor estimates. In fact, it is quite possible that a
youth's perceptions are more important in influencing his or her behavior
than the actual peer group delinquency. The first series of questions
repeated the 31 delinquency items previously discussed and used for self-
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report purposes. The interview asked the subject how many of his friends

participated in the offense during the past 12 months — none, hardly any,
some, nearly all. These data are presented in Tables 5.8 and 5.9.

TABLE 5.8: Friends' Delinquency {12 Months Prior to Instant Offensc)

Number of Friends

None HardlyAny Some Nearly All
N (B N (B N (B N (B
TYPE OF DELINQUENT ACT
Drug Offenses
Used drugs 45 {41.3) 14 {12.8) 30 [27.5) 20 (18.3)
Sold drugs 56 (50.9) 14 (12.7) 29 (26.4) 11 {10.0)
Drank liguor 32 (29.1) 10 (9.1 35 (31.8) 33 {30.0}
Drove car high 50 [45.5) 15 (13.6) 38 (34.5 7 | 6.2)
Attended school high 37 {33.9) 13 {11.9) 40 |36.7) 19 {17.4)
Property Offenses
Damaged family property 80 (74.1) 11 {10.2) 14 (13.0) 3 (2.8
Damaged school property 62 (58.3) 11 {10.2) 27 (25.0) 7 | 6.5)
Damaged other property 44 {40.7) 15 {13.9) 42 (38.9) 7 (6.5
Bought stolen goods 29 {26.9) 10 | 9.3) 45 [41.7) 24 (22.2)
Sold stolen goods 22 (20.6) 9 | 8.4) 49 [45.8) 27 [25.2)
Grabbed purse and ran 65 (58.6) 16 (14.4) 28 {25.2) 2 | 1.8)
Stolen from purse/wallet 49 (45.0) 20 (18.3) 34 {31.2) 6 | 5.5)
Took goods from store 37 (34.3} 15 {13.9} 47 [43.5) 9 { 83}
Broke into building to steal 39 (35.1) 8 [ 7.2 48 [43.2) 16 (14.4)
Stole a car 37 (33.9) 15 (13.8) 40 {36.7) 17 {15.6)
Broke into car to steal something 40 (36.0) 14 {12.6) 46 (41.4) 11 {99
Stole money from family 83 (76.9) 13 {12.0 10 { 9.3) 2 [ 19
Stole at school 59 (53.6) 13 {11.8) 32 {29.1) 6 | 5.5)
Violent Offenses
Threatened to hurt sameone unless
gave him something 55 {50.9) 13 (12.0) 28 {25.9) 12 (11.1)
Threatened an adult 40 (37.0) 16 (14.8) 36 (33.3) 16 [14.8)
Hit a parent 94 (86.2) 9 |83 5 ( 4.6) 1 { .9)
Hit a teacher 61 (56.5) 20 (18.5) 23 {21.3) 4 |37
Forced someone to have sex 95 (88.8) 8 [ 7.5} 4 | 3.5) 6 {53)
Beat someone till need M.D. 39 (36.4} 18 {16.8) 39 (36.4) 11 {10.3)
Used physical {orce to get
something 48 (44.4) 18 [16.7) 30 (27.8) 12 (111
Carried o weapon with intent to
use it 30 (27.5) 14 (12.8) 39 (35.8) 26 (23.9)
Pulled weapon to show meant
business 33 {30.3) 18 (16.5) 43 (39.4) 15 {13.8)
Threatened adult with weapon 53 [48.6) 11 {10.1) 34 {31.2) 11 {10.1}
Used weapon to get something 46 {43.0) 10 {9.3) 40 [37.4) 11 {10.3)
Shot someone 63 (57.8) 21 {19.3) 21 {19.3) 4 (3.7
Killed someone 83 (76.9) 10 (9.3 15 {13.9) 0 { 0.0

As seen in Table 5.8, the study youths report that their friends engaged in
a considerable amount of delinquent behavior. For 19 of the 31 items, at
least half of the study youths said they had friends who had committed the
activity during the past 12 months. For seven offenses (i.e., carried a
weapon with the intent of using it, stole a car, sold stolen goods, bought
stolen goods, attended school high, used drugs, drank liquor) at least 15% of
the respondents said '‘nearly all'’ of their friends engaged in the behavior



TABLE 5.9: Delinquency of Study Youths and Friends (Self Report Data)

Study Youths Friends
% said Rank order Rank order of % said Rank order Rank order of %
participated of % frequency of friends of % of “Nearly All”
last 12 months participating participation * participated participating participating
OFFENSE
Sold stolen goods 64.0 1 2 79.4 1 2
Carry weapon with intent to
use it 57.5 2 16 72.5 3 3
Threatening an adult 54.0 3 5 63.0 12 8
Drinking liquor 52.8 4 1 70.9 4 1
Bought stolen goods 52.2 5 9 73.1 2 4
Pulled weapon to show
meant business 46.9 6 7 69.7 5 10
Beat someone badly
[need M.D.) 45.1 7 17 63.6 11 13
Threatened adult with weapon 442 8 14 51.4 19 15
Broke into building 43.4 9 10 64.9 9 9
Damaged property (not
family's or school's) 39.8 10 6 59.3 13 19

“Rank order of Frequency of Participation was derived by ranking all 31 items

according to the percentage of youths engaging in the offense at least once a month

sasnp)) pup uaixg Z0I
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during the past 12 months. While we have no comparable data from non-
delinquent youths in our target cities, the data in Table 5.8 clearly show the
youths in our study believe a large number of their friends are engaging ina
wide variety of delinquent activities.

In order to better examine the relationship of perceived peer group delin-
quency to delinquent youth conduct, Table 5.9 displays the subjects’ per-
ceptions of peer group delinquency for those crimes committed most fre-
quently. As seen in this table, there appears to be a strong relationship be-
tween the offenses the youths participate in and those in which they claim
their friends engage. Four of the five offenses the subjects most often said
they engaged in (sold stolen goods, carried weapon with intent of using it,
drank liquor, bought stolen goods| were also four of the five offenses the
youths were most likely to say their friends committed.

A second series of questions concerning peer delinquency involved con-
tact with the juvenile justice system. Subjects were asked how many of their
friends had contact with the juvenile justice system. The responses to these
questions are presented in Table 5.10. As seen in Table 5.10, most of the
youths said that they had friends who were questioned by the police {84%),
held in custody by the police {63%), placed on probation {77.8%), and sen-
tenced to ''serve time'’ (65.8%). Furthermore, 16% of the youths said ''near-
ly all"" of their friends had been questioned as a suspect by the police, and
11.1% said that "'nearly all"’ of their friends had been placed on probation.
These data suggest that the violent offender’s peer group has, for the most
part, had a variety of contact with the juvenile justice system.

The data presented in this section provide some empirical support for the
theories which speak to the importance of law-violating peers as influenc-
ing juvenile delinquency.

TABLE 5.10: Friends' Contact with Juvenile Justice System
(Youth Interview Data)

Number of Friends

None Hardly Any Some Nearly All

N (%) N (%) N %) N (%)
Type of Juvenile Justice System Contact
Questioned as suspect by Police® 17 (16.0} 21 {19.8) 51 ({48.1) 17 {16.0)
Held in custody by Police™™ 29 (26.6) 26 (23.9} 46 (42.2) 8 {7.3)
Placed on Probation® 24 (22.2) 25 [23.1) 47 [43.5) 12 (11.1)
Sentenced to Time”® 38 (34.2) 36 [27.0) 40 (36.0} 3 ({27

x — missing data {don’t know, didn't answer) for 7 cases, average computed on an N of 106
xx — missing data for 4 cases, average computed on an N of 109
o — missing data for 5 cases, average computed on an N of 108

oo — missing data for 2 cases, average computed onan Nof 111
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Gang Involvement

Gang involvement is typically viewed by both criminologists and the public
to be a major factor contributing to juvenile violence. Based on a study of 12
of the nation's largest cities, Miller found that for 1972-1974, the five cities
with the largest gang problems averaged a minimum of 175 gang-related
killings a year, and 13,000 gang member arrests per year, with half of these
arrests for violent crimes (Miller, 1975: 76). Given these findings and other
data from his study, Miller concluded,
Youth gang violence is more lethal today than ever before, that the
security of a wider sector of the citizenry is threatened by gangstoa
greater degree than ever before, and that violence and other illegal
activities by members of youth gangs and groups in the United
States of the mid-1970s represents a crime problem of the first mag-
nitude which shows little prospect of early abatement (Miller,
1975: 76).

Given the above findings and the consequences of gang involvement in
planning for program services, we included questions on gang involvement
in the Youth Admission Interview.

Table 5.11 displays the number of study youths who stated in their inter-
views that they had ever belonged to a youth gang. As seen in Table 5.11, ap-
proximately one-third of the study youths (36.6%]) said they had belonged to
a gang at some time. A closer look at this table reveals major differences
across sites. In two of the four sites [Memphis and Phoenix) approximately
half of the study youths claimed gang involvement, while in one site,
Boston, only 15.4% of youth said they had ever been in a gang. In addition,
we asked the youths questions concerning the relationship of gang involve-
ment and the instant offense. Somewhat surprisingly, the youths in our
study rarely stated that their instant offense was a result of gang member-
ship. Eighty-nine percent of the youths said the instant offense was not com-
mitted with gang members, and 94.5% said the offense was not the result of
gang membership.

TABLE 5.11: Gang Involvement (Self Report Data)

VJO PROJECT SITE YOUTHS WHO BELONGED TO GANG (EVER)
Yes No
N (%) N (%)
MEMPHIS 13 (54.2) 11 (45.8)
PHOENIX 11 (50.0) 11 (50.0)
NEWARK 13 (32.5) 27 (57.5)
BOSTON 4 (15.4} 22 (84.6)

TOTAL 41 (36.6) 71 (63.4)
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Our data on gang involvement and peer delinquency suggest that the vio-
lent youth in our study have friends who they perceive to be engaged in ex-
tensive delinquency. While the number of youths with gang involvement
varies by city, in none of our sites did the youths typically state that their in-
stant offense was related to gang involvement or committed with other gang
members. However, we should note that none of our target areas are cities
researched by gang studies. Therefore, despite the fact that the gang in-
volvement and activity is low relative to extant juvenile gang research, it is
not clear how extensive the problem is in the target cities and how each
study population compares to its respective city as a whole.

ALCOHOL AND DRUG ABUSE

The use and abuse of alcohol and drugs by juveniles has increased consider-
ably during the past fifteen years. The National Council on Alcoholism
found the percentage of high school students who drink, more than doubled
between 1969 and 1976. According to the FBI Uniform Crime Reports, the
number of city youths under 18 years old who were arrested for narcotic
drug laws increased from 13,904 youths in 1967 to 79,449 youths in 1975.
Further, "'the growing use and abuse of all drugs among an ever younger age
group [and] a spread of drug use from inner city urban areas to small town
and rural environments,’” has been documented (Smith et al.,, 1980:
395-790).

While the increase in the use of drugs is clear, the role such use plays in
the amount of violent crime committed by the country's juveniles is less
clear. The literature review by Smith et al. {1980}, concluded that different
drugs contributed differently to the amount and type of crime committed
and that the impact of drugs on an individual was affected by the indi-
vidual's background and psychological predisposition. On the other hand,
Smith et al. stated, ''the onset of substance abuse during adolescence is a
direct spur to subsequent delinquency and serious criminal behavior"* (p.
438), and "'alcohol intoxication was present in a considerable, if not major,
proportion of serious crimes, particularly violent crimes'’ (p.374).

A sizeable number of youths in our study stated they had experienced
problems due to drug or alcohol use, that the use of alcohol or drugs con-
tributed to their acting violently, and that they used at least one of the two
immediately prior to the instant offense.

Youths were asked if they felt at any time during the past 12 months they
had experienced either a drinking or drug problem. Fourteen percent of the
youth said they believed they had experienced a drinking problem and 15%
said they experienced a drug problem. Overall, 22% of the study youths
said they experienced at least one of these two substance-abuse problems.
Youths were also asked to specify if their use of alcohol or drugs ever caused
them problems in school, at work, or in the home. While only a couple of
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youth said either drug or alcohol use caused problems at work, 16% of the
youths said their drinking had caused problems with their family, and 14%
said taking drugs had caused family problems. In addition to family difficul-
ties, drug and alcohol use caused major problems in school, especially drug
use. Almost one in five youths in the study (19%) said drugs had caused
them problems in school, and almost one in twelve (8%]) said alcohol caused
them school problems.

The problems associated with alcohol and drug use appear to have even
more significant implications for violent behavior than for the family or the
school. One out of every three youths in our study (33.3%) said that their
taking drugs contributed to their acting violently. Twenty-nine percent said
their drinking contributed to their violent behavior. Overall, half of the
study youths (50%] said that either drug or alcohol use contributed to their
violent behaviors. In addition, over one-third of the study youths (34.4%]
said that they had used drugs immediately prior to the instant offense and
17% said they were drinking right before the offense. Overall, 41% of the
violent youths in the study said they used drugs, had been drinking, or both
immediately prior to their instant violent offense.

The above data suggest that the use of drugs and alcohol are a major prob-
lem in the lives of many of our study youths. It appears that substance abuse
and the problems it creates for these youths is an important factor contribut-
ing to their violent behavior.

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS

This paper provided descriptive data on a group of violent juveniles in order
to aid program planners in their efforts to develop and select treatment pro-
grams, modalities, and services which respond to the needs of violent youth
and the factors which contribute to their violent behaviors. To this end, data
were provided on a sample of 114 violent youths in four states meeting
legally defined ''violent offender’ criteria over a 14-month period. Data
were presented on the youths': delinquent career, family history, school
and employment experiences, peer group and gang involvement, and drug/
alcohol abuse.
The major findings on the violent youth discussed in this paper are:

* Based on data collected from both official court records and self-report in-
terviews, the study youths have extensive delinquent careers. Official
record data show the youths have an average of 10.5 petitions and 5.7 for-
mal adjudications. Personal interviews with the youths reveal even more
extensive delinquent involvement. The majority of youths stated they aver-
aged at least one monthly offense in each of the offense categories (violent,
property, and drug offenses).

e Official record and self-report data both indicate that violent youths do
not, for the most part, specialize in violent offenses. Of the youths' average
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10.5 petitions, 5.11 were for property offenses, and 3.41 were for person
crimes. Self-report data reveal the youths averaged 55.6 property crimes,
51.4 violent crimes, and 56.2 drug offenses during the 12 months prior to
the instant offense.

e For the most part, study youths participate in violent offenses early in
their delinquent career — 74.6% of the youths were charged with a violent
offense by their third petition.

® The youths' family experience is characterized by the lack of involvement
of the biological father, low family SES, a high rate of court and correctional
contact by other family members (i.e., father, siblings), and a considerable
amount of violence within the family (i.e., abuse, wife battering).

® The study youths, for the most part, lack a high degree of commitment to
involvement with school. Twenty-seven percent of the youths were not
enrolled in school during the six months prior to the instant offense, and
one-third of those who were enrolled attended school half of the time at
most. Overall only half the study youths were regularly attending school
during the six months immediately prior to their instant offense.

® Youths participating in vocational training programs were more satisfied
with their work experience and the skills they had developed than youths
working. However, only 8.8% of the study youths were participating in
vocational training programs during the six months prior to the instant
offense.

* The youths have peers who, they believe, engage in a considerable
amount of delinquent behavior {both violent and property crimes) and
typically have been processed by the juvenile justice system. While gang in-
volvement varied by site, almost all of the youths stated they did not commit
their instant violent crimes as a result of gang involvement {94.6%).

¢ Although less than one quarter of the youths (22%)] said they had either a
drug or alcohol problem during the past year, half of the study youths said
that drinking or taking drugs had contributed to their engaging in violent
behaviors. Furthermore, 40% of the youths said they had used drugs or
alcohol immediately prior to the instant offense.

Policy Implications

It is our hope that the data presented in this paper will aid individuals
responsible for planning, operating, and working within facilities and pro-
grams treating violent juvenile offenders to make difficult decisions con-
cerning allocation of scarce resources for the treatment of this difficult
population. While the data presented in this paper do not speak to all violent
youths and cannot be used to determine treatment practices at the indi-
vidual level, these data suggest certain patterns of background characteris-
tics and experiences which should be helpful in identifying treatment and
service needs of violent juveniles.
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Some of the policy implications which appear to emerge from the data
are:

1} While most juvenile delinquents only occasionally participate in vio-
lent offenses, there are a number of youths who repeatedly, and sometimes
habitually, engage in violent offenses against the person. Given the preva-
lence of the violent behaviors of the study youths and the large number of
court contacts experienced, it would appear that past efforts to respond to
these juveniles have not been particularly successful. We submit that there
isaneed to develop treatment programs or services which are more tailored
to this subgroup of juvenile offenders to better meet the special needs of this
population.

2) Most juvenile violent offenders do not specialize in crimes of violence,
but engage in property crimes as well. Thus, while treatment efforts need to
focus on the factors precipitating violent behavior, these efforts should also
seek out and respond to those factors which contribute to committing prop-
erty offenses.

3) Efforts to treat the violent juvenile offender must acknowledge the
need to focus on the youth's ties to the community (family, school, peers),
and direct increased resources to these areas if we are to expect treatment
program impacts to be maintained once the youth is returned to the

community.
4) Treatment efforts for violent juveniles will for the most part need to

focus on the youth's family, as well as the youth. It is important to learn
what is happening within the family (e.g., parental/sibling court involve-
ment, father absence, family violence) and then have qualified staff help the
youth and his family with the problems which emerge.

5) We should question why there is lack of bonding to the school and ex-
amine whether it is something in the violent youth's school experience
which needs attention or something in the school program in general. Work
needs to be done on improving the relationship between these youths and
their schools.

6) The use of vocational training programs should be expanded. More
programs should be developed and youths should be encouraged to enroll.

7) The impact of delinquent peers seems to be quite important. The study
youths perceived their peers as engaged in many property and violent
crimes. Thus, it would seem that a major challenge of treatment programs is
to redirect, develop, and strengthen youth bonds to those juveniles who do
not support the juvenile's illegal and violent activities. It seems likely that
unless more constructive friendships are developed, programatic gains ac-
complished in a facility may be wiped out upon the youth's return to the
community and his old friendships. Efforts should focus on all youths' peer
groups not only on those who are gang members.

8) Services should be available to help the youth learn to identify and deal
with drug and alcohol problems. Administrators planning for facilities and
programs for violent youth must anticipate these needs and arrange for the
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availability of qualified staff to help youth deal with these problems.

Clearly, more information on the violent juvenile offender and his special
needs is necessary for programs and facilities to approximate their full
potential in responding to these youths. Without such data, we should ex-
pect these youths to continue to receive the same treatment and services
received by non-violent juvenile offenders and, thus, we should anticipate
a continued low success rate in helping the youths stay out of trouble. We
hope this paper contributes to this knowledge-building effort.

FOOTNOTES

1. For a description of this research and development program see Chapter 11, Fagan et al.

2. The four sites are: Boston, Memphis, Newark and Phoenix.

3. We wish to acknowledge and sincerely thank the field researchers who expertly collected
the data discussed in this article: Susan Guarino, Gregory Halemba, Karen Rich, and Lin-
da Sheridan. Also, without the aid and computing skills of Michael Jang, this analysis
could not have been undertaken.

4. Target offenses are specified in Figure 5.1. “'Lesser violent'* offenses refer to non-target
violent crimes against the person which are defined as felonies by the state criminal penal
code (e.g. assault, robbery). "'Other person’ offenses refer to those crimes which are com-
mitted against a person but are treated by the state penal code as a misdemeanor (e.g. sim-
ple assault, sexual misconduct).

5. Information on the occupations of youths' fathers has been recorded for whichever father
(natural or step} is living at home with the youth. If no father or father figure is living in the
home, then the occupation of the natural father (living outside the home) has been
included.
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CASE HISTORY

(s T

Name: Chris T.
Age: 16
Race: Hispanic
Family Composition: Mother
Father (unknown)

Brother (25; now serving a sentence of 10-20 years in the
state prison for armed robbery).
Sister (22; current whereabouts unknown)

Family Income: Public Assistance

School: Completed 5th grade

Residence: Shares 3-room basement apartment with mother in large
tenement.

Age First Arrest: 12

Current Charge(s): Arson, Homicide (Felony Murder]

Chris was first arrested at age 12 for a series of push-in muggings in his com-
munity; he was also charged with the attempted rape of one of his victims,
and rape and sodomy charges against him were dismissed after another vic-
tim failed to testify.

He was sent to a state training school and served an uneventful two years.
Since his release, he has been an active member of a local street gang and
has amassed a record of 21 arrests, none of which have resulted in addi-
tional incarceration.

For a cash payment of one hundred dollars, Chris "'torched’’ a building in
his neighborhood. He was paid the money by the adult leader of another
street gang, who claimed that one of the youthful residents of that building
had broken the windshield of his car. The adult gang leader applied to
Chris' gang president for ''justice and vengeance'' and this president made
the arrangements.



Chris broke into the unoccupied basement of the building with a 5-gallon
can of gasoline. He simply poured the gasoline over the floor, climbed out a
window, and tossed a lighted rag into the basement. Three adults were
trapped on the top floor of the building, unable to reach the fire escape
because the protective gates on the windows had been rusted shut. Chris
has been sent to a state diagnostic center to determine if the arson was part
of a psychiatric pattern, and he will be sentenced to a juvenile institution
when the diagnostic period is completed.



SYSTEM PROCESSING OF
VIOLENT JUVENILE OFFENDERS:
AN EMPIRICAL ASSESSMENT
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Eliot Hartstone
Cary J. Rudman
Karen V. Hansen

Wide-spread concern over the extent of serious and violent crimes commit-
ted by juvenile offenders, and the processing of these youths by the juvenile
justice system is now well documented (Miller and Ohlin, 1980; Feld, 1981;
Hamparian, 1982). Critics have argued that the juvenile court’s emphasis on
rehabilitation has tended to overshadow its concern for legal sanctions
(Field, 1983) and that as a result the deterrent effects of court sanctions have
been minimized (Roysher and Edelman, 1980). From these criticisms,
several observers have recently recommended that the juvenile court be
abolished, or its jurisdiction radically redefined to exclude serious, violent,
or habitual juvenile offenders (Wolfgang, 1982; Feld, 1983).

While criticism of the juvenile justice system in general and the juvenile
court in particular abounds, empirical studies which examine the processes
through which the juvenile justice system selects, labels and sanctions
serious and violent delinquents have been rare. Efforts to reduce and
redefine the role of the juvenile court should await examination and
analysis of the ways in which the court now processes these offenders.

This research was supported by Grants 80-]JN-AX-0006 and 82-MU-AX-0003 from the Na-
tional Institute for Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, OJJDP, U.S. Department of
Justice. The opinions are those of the authors, and do not reflect those of O]JDP. We wish to
thank the researchers who meticulously gathered the data: Susan Guarino, Gregory Halem-
ba, Karen Rich, Linda Sheridan, and Paulette Turshak. An earlier version of this paper was
presented at the Annual Meeting of the Western Society of Criminology; Las Vegas, Nevada;
February, 1983.
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This paper examines how the juvenile justice systems in six urban areas
processed 550 youths charged with violent offenses and identifies system
practices which have had an impact on the case outcomes of these indi-
viduals. Based on these data, we address the critique of the juvenile justice
system noted above. As such, we discuss whether the goals of "’swift and
sure’ punishment and treatment, common to a range of crime control
theories, are attainable within the confines of current juvenile justice
system practices and processes. Further, we draw from the data presented
to explore possible changes which may enable the juvenile justice system to
better serve both the public and the juvenile offender.

THE DATA

This inquiry was conducted as part of the national research and develop-
ment program testing treatment intervention for violent juveniles des-
cribed in Chapter 11 {Fagan, Rudman, and Hartstone). To qualify for this
research and development program, youths had to satisfy strict legal
criteria which included an instant "'target violent offense'’ adjudication.! In
an effort to examine the reasons for the surprisingly small number of youths
who satisfied the program's criteria, a sample of youths with petitions filed
for target offenses was selected for examination of their court action and of-
fense history. Data were collected in each of the five study sites (Boston,
Denver, Memphis, Newark and Phoenix) for all youths processed between
January 1 and April 30, 1982. At the time these data were collected, Miami
was under consideration as a possible study site, and as such, identical data
were collected in Miami. Overall, information was gathered on 550 youths
charged with target offenses in six different cities.

These data were supplemented with qualitative data gathered through
interviews and observations at each site. Together, these results present a
thorough analysis of the issues and problems in targeting and identifying
chronically violent delinquents in juvenile courts in six court jurisdictions.

RESULTS
Action Taken on Instant Offense

Table 6.1 shows the action taken by the juvenile justice system on all target
petitions acted on during the study period.2 Included in this table are those
youths whom the juvenile court transfers to the adult court for disposition.
Overall, 29% of all target petitions filed were sustained in juvenile court;
and 33% were either dropped or dismissed. Most of the remaining cases
resulted either in adjudications for lesser offenses (19%) or waivers/direct

files (14%).
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TABLE 6.1: Case Outcome for Violent Offenses Charged in Juvenile Court
{January 1-April 30, 1982}

Boston Denver  Memphis Newark Phoenix Miami TOTAL
OUTCOME N (%) N (% N (% N (% N (% N (% N (%)

Adjudicated for
Targel Offense 26 (42) 9 (29) 32 (58] 37 (19) 31 (46] 25 (18} 160 (29}

Adjudicated for
Non-Target Offense 3 (5] 8 (26) 15 [27) 46 (24) 19 {28) 13 {9) 104 (19)

Suspended

Adjudication - 1 (3 - 11 (6) - 1o 132

Waived - 2 6 2 (4 2 (1) 9 {13) 63 (44) 78 (14}

Acquitted 5 (8) - - 8 (4) - - 13 {2)

Dismissed/Dropped 28 (45) 11 (36) 6 (11} 89 (46) B (12) 40 (28] 182 (33}
TOTAL 62 31 55 193 67 142 550

As seen in Table 6.1, Denver had the fewest number of youths referred
(N =31) and adjudicated (N =9) for target offenses, averaging only 2.25 ad-
judications per month for target offenses. On the other hand, Newark
(N =193} and Miami (N = 142 had by far the largest number of target violent
offense petitions acted on during the study period. These two sites also had
the lowest juvenile court adjudication rates for target offenses with less than
20% of the youths charged with target offenses adjudicated for such of-
fenses in each juvenile court. In Miami, the attrition is largely attributed to
waivers and direct filing of the youths in the adult court — 44% of all cases.
What percentage of these 'waived'' youths are convicted is unknown. The
low adjudication rate in Newark, on the other hand, appears to result from
the high percentage of target petitions which are dismissed or dropped
{46%). Boston is the only other study site with a comparable percentage of
dismissals and dropped charges (45%]). The three sites with the largest per-
centage of youths charged with target offenses resulting in adjudication in
juvenile court for such offenses are — Memphis {58%]), Phoenix {46%) and
Boston {42%).

Overall, slightly less than one fifth of all petition charges result in ad-
judication for a lesser, non-target charge. With the exception of Boston (5%)
and Miami (9%}, the adjudication for a ''lesser’' charge appears to be a com-
mon practice across sites (24%-28% of all cases). In Boston, however, almost
all target petitions result in either target adjudications {42%], or the youth is
acquitted or has his charges dropped in court (53%).

Table 6.2 shows whether cases were transferred?® to the adult system or
processed in juvenile court. Those youths successfully waived or otherwise
transferred are shown as 'adult.” Overall, 86% of all youths charged with
offenses remain in juvenile court. Cases were regularly transferred in
Miami {44% of target cases) and Phoenix {13% of the target cases). In fact,
Miami alone accounts for 81% of the cases waived across all six study sites.
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Over the four-month study period, two youths or less charged with target
offenses were waived from each of the four other study sites.

TABLE 6.2: Court Jurisdiction for Target Offenders
(January 1-April 30, 1982)

Boston Denver Memphis Newark Phocnix Miami TOTAL
JURISDICTION  N™"y) N (%) N (%) N (% N (% N (% N (%

Juvenile Court 62 (100) 29 (94) 53 (96) 191 (99} 58 (97) 79 [56) 472 (86)
Adult Court 0 (0 2 (6 2 (4 2 (1} 9 (13) 63 (44) 78 (14)

TOTAL 62 31 55 193 67 142 550

TABLE 6.3: Juvenile Court Determination for Target Charges
(January 1-April 30, 1982)

COURT Boston Denver Memphis Newark Phoenix Miami TOTAL
DETERMINATION N (%) N (%) N (% N (B N (W) N (B N (%)

Adjudicated for
Target Offense 26 (42) 9 (31) 32 (60} 37 {19) 31 (53) 25 (32) 160 (34)

Adjudicated for
Non-Target Offense 3 (5 8 (28 15 (28) 46 (24) 19 (33) 13 (i16) 104 (22

Suspended

Adjudication — 1 {3 — 11 (6) — 1 (1) 13 (3)

Acquitted 5 (8) - - 8 (4 - - 13 (3}

Dismissed/Dropped 28 (45] 11 {38) 6 (11) 89 (47} 8 (14] 40 (51) 182 (38)
TOTAL 62 29 53 191 58 79 472

By removing transferred cases from Table 6.1, we can display the actions
taken by the juvenile court with regard to target offense petitions. Table 6.3
presents the same data as Table 6.1, with transferred cases removed. As
such, this table may provide a more accurate description of how the juve-
nite court handles youth charged with violent offenses. Overall, the
juvenile courts in the six sites adjudicated 34% of the sample for target of-
fenses, 22% for non-target offenses, and dismissed or dropped 38% of the
cases. Perhaps the most interesting findng is that 41% of all target petitions
processed in the juvenile court did not result in any type of adjudication. In
three of the sites (Boston, Newark, Miami) the juvenile court adjudicated
less than half of the youths charged with target offenses. Of course, we are
unable to determine all the reasons underlying the pattern of case out-
comes. The reasons are likely to vary, and in fact may be sound. For exam-
ple, a jurisdiction may have overcrowded institutions. Other jurisdictions
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may have insufficient checks on charging practices, causing the court to be
the responsible entity to review petitions.

An examination of juvenile court outcomes which exclude youth trans-
ferred to adult court is obviously most important in those sites with high
transfer rates. Thus, of our six study sites, Miami, and to a lesser extent
Phoenix, warrant a closer examination. In contrast to Table 6.1, Table 6.3
shows that when youths remain in juvenile court in Miami, the rate of ad-
judication of target offenses increases from 18% to 32%, but the dismissal
rate goes from 28% to 50%. This gives a very different picture of target ad-
judications and dismissals than is provided in Table 6.1

In order to contrast the severity of charges to adjudications, the adjudicated
offenses were collapsed into five categories: target violent offenses, other
violent {felony) offenses, property (felony) offenses, drug offenses, and
other (misdemeanor) offenses. The reader should keep in mind that all
youths were initially charged with target offenses. The results are shown in
Table 6.4.

TABLE 6.4: Most Serious Instant Adjudication by Site
(January 1-April 30, 1982}

MOST SERIOUS Boston Denver Memphis Newark Phoenix Miami TOTAL
ADJUDICATION N (%) N (%] N () N [(®) N (B) N [(®) N (B

Target Violent

Offense 26 (90) 9 (53] 32 (68) 37 (45) 31 (62] 25 (66) 158 {60)
Lesser Violent

Offense - 3 (18) 6 (13] 33 (40) 14 (28) 7 (I18) 64 (24)
Property Offense — 4 {23 5 {11} 4 (5) 1 (2 1 q3) 15 {6)
Drug Offense — - - — 2 {4 — 2 Ny
Other Offense - 1 (6) 4 |8} 7 (8} 2 ({4) 2 (5) 17 (6)
Unknown Non-

Target Offense 3 {10} - - 2 {2) - 3 (8} 8 (3

TOTAL 29 17 47 83 50 38 264

Sixty percent of the cases adjudicated in juvenile court sustained the
target offense allegation. In the four largest juvenile courts in Boston, the
rate of target offense adjudications far exceeds the other sites (90%]). On the
other hand, Newark and Denver had charge reduction rates of about 50%.
Denver had a substantial number of violent petitions which were ad-
judicated as property crimes. In Newark on the other hand, charges were
more often reduced to a lesser violent offense than a property offense.
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Next, we examined whether any particular target offenses were more
often adjudicated as target offenses, and whether there were any dif-
ferences across the juvenile courts in our study. Table 6.5 displays types of
target petitions filed in the juvenile court, and whether the case resulted in
(a) a target adjudication, or (b) some other form of court action (e.g., drop-
ped, adjudicated for a lesser charge). The court action taken is displayed by
site. It is important to note that the unit of analysis for Table 6.5 is petition
charges, not youths charged, and therefore includes multiple target charges
on a youth's instant petition.

When the data for all six study sites and all petition charges were aggre-
gated, we found that only one out of three target petitions resulted in an ad-
judication for a target offense. Considerable variation, however, is found
both across sites and offenses. An examination of the different offense types
reveals that the petition charges most likely to result in a target adjudication
are: kidnapping {75%), murder/attempted murder (55%), rape (45%), and
armed robbery (45%]). The petition charges least likely to produce target ad-
judications are arson (18%) and aggravated assault (24%).

Comparisons among individual sites reveal considerable variation. The
"'target adjudication rate'’ for all target charges varies from a low of 17% in
Newark to a high of 61% in Memphis. These differences are even more dra-
matic for specific offenses. For example, Memphis and Boston adjudicate
approximately two-thirds of the youths charged with armed robbery for a
target offense, whereas Newark adjudicated only one-quarter of those
charged with armed robbery for the original charge. Further, Memphis ad-
judicated 60% of those charged with aggravated assault as such, whereas
Newark, Miami, and Boston adjudicated only 13-21% of their aggravated
assault defendants. Memphis {and possibly Miami} also appears to adjudi-
cate offenders for rape more regularly than any of the other sites. The ability
to identify and adjudicate specific violent offenses varies widely across
sites, as does the importance of doing this or incentive to do so. Since all
jurisdictions except Denver examined in this survey have indeterminate
commitment statutes for any adjudicated offenses, differentiation among
offenders may lose its significance and importance. One must look further
into the justice systems in each region to develop plausible and specific
explanations.

Looking back at Table 6.3, we see that 56% of all charges resulted in ad-
judication (for either a target offense or a lesser offense). Table 6.6 shows the
specific offense outcomes for all target offense petitions resulting in an ad-
judication. The percentages (in parentheses) reflect the proportion of each
charge type which was adjudicated as the respective offense.

Overall, armed robbery has the highest rate of adjudication on the
original charge (71% adjudicated). The most frequently reduced charges are
arson (70% reduced) and aggravated assault (47% reduced). Most of the ag-
gravated assault charges were reduced to ''other violent'’ charges {most
commonly a felonious assault, but not aggravated). Rape is another in-



TABLE 6.5: Juvenile Court Action Taken on Target Petitions!
(January 1-April 30, 1982}

Bosion Denver Memphis Newark Phoenix Miami TOTAL
Not Not Not Not Not Not Not
PETITION Adj. Adj. Adj. Adj. Adj. Adj. Adj. Adj. Adj. Adj. Adj. Adj. Adj. Adj.
CHARGE Target? Target? Target Targe! Target Target Target Target Target Target Target Target Target Target
N ®m) N ®m (N Im O ON (BN (% N (RN (B N (BN (R N (BN (B N (B (N (B N (B
Murder 21670 1 (33) - - 0 o) 2 (1000 | 1 (50 1 (50} [ 3 (100 O (0) - - 4 i50) 4 {50}
Kidnapping - - 1 {500 1 (50 - - - - 2 (1000 0 (0} - - 3 (75 1 (25)
Rape o © 1 pooy o o 2z poo|io 71y 4 29 [ 3 @23 10 (7 - - 2 (67 1 (33) | 15 @58 18 (55)
Aggravated
Assault 8 21 3 (79 |7 @n 19 (73|15 (60) 10 (40) |18 (13) 117 (87) [24 (41) 34 (59} | 11 (20) 45 (80) | 83 (23)* 256 (76}
Armed
Rabbery 20 [67) 10 (33 |2 67 1 @3n| 7 7@ 3 300 |15 (26) 43 74 | 8 (so) 8 (50y| 15 (45 18 (55) | 67 (450 B3 55)
Arson - - 0 (@ 2 (10| 1 (33 2 (67| 1 (10 9 (90) | v (1oo) o oj| o (0 1 (100} 3 (18 1a {82
Attempied
Murder 1 (1000 0 (0 - - - - - - - - - - 1 {100) -
TOTAL 31 (42) 43 (58} |10 (29) 25 (71)) 33 (61} 21 (39) |38 {(17) 18O (B3) |36 {46) 42 |54} |28 (30) 65 (70) |176 (32} 376 (68)

"Includes multiple charges on petitions.

Includes adjudications for any target offense.
3Includes adjudications for lesser offenses, suspended adjudications, and dismissals.

*Two adjudications were for other target offenses.

3Four edjudications were for aggravated assault.
$Two adjudications were for other target offenses.
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TABLE 6.6: Charge Reductions {January 1-April 30, 1982)

ADJUDICATED OFFENSE
PETITION Aggravated Armed Attempted Lesser
CHARGE Murder Kidnapping Rape Assault Robbery Arson Murder Violent Property Drug Other TOTAL
N (®m) N (®) [N (B N (%) N (%) N %) N (%) N (%) N %) N %) N (%) N (B

Murder 4 {67) - — - - — —_ 1 (17) - - 1(17) 6 (2)
Kidnap — 2 (67) - — 1 {33) - — - - — — 3 (1}
Rape - — 11 [64) 4 {24) - - - - — - 2 (12) 17 (6}
Aggravated
Assault — — - 8 {53) 2 (1) - - 49 ([32) 9 (6] 1 (N 10 [7) 152 [54)
Armed .
Robbery - - — 2 {2) 65 (71) - — 17 (19) 3 (3 1 (1 3 (3) 91 (32)
Arson - - - - - 3 {30 — — 3 (30) — 4 (40) 10 {4)
Attempted
Murder - - - — - — 1 {100) - - - - oy

TOTAL 4 (1) 2 1) il {4} 87 (31) 68 (24) 3 (1) 1 67 [24) 15 {5) 2 {1 20 (7] 280 {100)

sasuodsay waisAs 21
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teresting case. Sixty-four percent of those cases charged as rape are adjudi-
cated as such. An additional 24% are adjudicated as aggravated assaults
(still a target offense) — the change is probably related to the difficulty of
“proving'’ and successfully prosecuting rape in many states.

Comparing the row and column totals, we can see which offense types
characterize a sample of alleged violent offenders at two points: petition and
adjudication. At petition, over half the offenders are charged with ag-
gravated assault, and one in three with armed robbery. There were also a
substantial number of petitions for rape and arson. After adjudication, these
same offenders present a somewhat different, and less violent profile. Ag-
gravated assault and armed robbery still dominate the sample, but now
other violent offenses (non-injurious person crimes) are also a major offense
category. There are fewer rapes, and now some property crimes enter the
sample. The results suggest that the adjudicatory process reduces the ap-
parent severity of charges represented in the original petitions. A variety of
reasons or processes may explain an adjudication for a lesser offense, in-
cluding plea bargaining, overcharging and statutes. Later sections of this
paper examine these factors.

Prior Offense Histories

Two competing hypotheses suggest a relationship between target offense
(instant} adjudications and prior offense histories. First, we hypothesized
that the presence of a prior adjudication might actually influence the instant
adjudication. Alternatively, if prior violence predicts future violence, then
youths adjudicated for a target violent offense should have a greater percen-
tage of prior violence adjudications than youths whose charges were reduced
or dismissed. Table 6.7 examines this relationship.

Prior offense histories for all youths charged with target offenses in the
sample have been recorded from their juvenile court files. Table 6.7 arrays
those histories according to court action taken on the target offense {adjudi-
cated vs. not adjudicated} and project site. Youths adjudicated for instant
target offenses are far more likely to have prior target offense adjudications
(14%) than those not adjudicated (5%). This substantial difference suggests
that instant offense adjudication is related to, or influenced by, youths' prior
histories. Adjudication rates vary little for those youth with "‘other violent' or
non-violent offense histories ({those with an adjudication for lesser violent,
two or more violent petitions, and those with one or more prior adjudications
for non-violent offenses). However, youths with no prior adjudications of any
kind were more likely to have charges dismissed {60%) than adjudicated
{45%). Overall, it appears that the probability of adjudication for a target of-
fense does indeed increase for youths with a history of target violent offenses.
Whether this results from the youth's behavior or the court’s behavior is not
known, and certainly merits empirical investigation.



TABLE 6.7: Prior Offense History of Youths Charged with Target Offenses (January 1-April 30, 1982}

sasuodsay waisks 9zI

ADJUDICATED FOR TARGET OFFENSE NOT ADJUDICATED FOR TARGET OFFENSE*

PRIOR TOTAL TOTAL Not
OFFENSE Boston | Denver | Memphis | Newark | Phoenix | Miami | Adjudicated | Boston | Denver | Memphis| Newark | Phoenix | Miami | Adjudicated
HISTORY N (%) N (%)
Prior Target
Adjudication 2 0 10 6 1 3 22 {14) 1 1 0 6 2 6 16 (5}
Adjudication
For Lesser
Violent Offense 1 1 5 9 2 1 19 {12) 3 0 3 22 0 2 30 (10}
Two or More
Petitions for
Violent Offenses 1 0 0 1 0 2 4 (3] 0 1 0 4 0 0 5 (2)
One or More
Prior Non-Violent
Adjudications 3 1 7 10 15 6 42 {26) 4 3 10 34 9 11 71 (23)
No Prior
Adjudications 18 7 10 11 13 i3 72 [45) 25 15 8 86 16 34 184 (60)

TOTAL 25! 9 32 37 31 25 159 332 20 21 1522 27 53! 306

‘one case missing

*two cases missing

3three cases missing

* Includes adjudications for non-target offenses, dismissals, acquittals, and suspended commitments.
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Table 6.8 extends the above discussion to look at the effect of prior
histories on the likelihood of being remanded to adult court. The totals are
heavily skewed to reflect the Miami data. When comparing the Miami data
in Tables 6.7 and 6.8, we see that youths with prior adjudication for a violent
offense are nearly twice as likely to be waived as tried in juvenile court.
Among the Miami waived youths, 15(24%) had a prior target adjudication,
while only nine youths {12%) remaining in juvenile court had a prior target
adjudication. Again among waived youths, 43% had no prior adjudications,
while 60% of those youths remaining in juvenile court had no prior adjudi-
cation. The data show that the probability of waiver in Miami increases con-
siderably for youths with prior target adjudications. However, over 40% of
the waived youths in Miami had no prior adjudications! Age at intake and
treatment '‘availability'’ {i.e., age of juvenile jurisdiction) are often deter-
minants of the waiver decision, and further analyses should control for age
in comparing case outcomes and transfer decisions (Hamparian, 1982).

TABLE 6.8: Prior Offense History of Youths Transferred to Adult Court
(January 1-April 30, 1982)

TRANSFERRED TO ADULT COURT

PRIOR TOTAL

OFFENSE Boston Denver Memphis  Newark Phoenix Miami N 19

HISTORY {%)

Prior Target

Adjudication 0 0 0 0 0 15 15 (19}

Adjudication

For Lesser

Violent Offense 0 0 1 1 1 1 4 (5)

Two or More

Petitions for

Violent Offenses ] 0 ] 0 0 3 3 4

One Prior Non-

Violent Offense 0 0 1 0 5 17 23 (30}

No Prior

Adjudication 0 2 ] i 3 27 33 (42)
TOTAL 0 2 2 2 9 63 78

Case Processing Time

Efficient and speedy case processing, balanced with ''due process'' rights, is
generally accepted as part of an overall delinquency policy. The immediacy
with which a sanction is applied can convey society's disapproval of the act.
Delays risk the ability to link act with consequence, and the deterrent effect
{or negative reinforcement, depending on one's theoretical perspective)
may be lost. To determine case processing time for violent juvenile of-
fenders, we collected and analyzed data on petition, adjudication, and
disposition dates for 383 youths. Table 6.9 shows the mean case processing
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time (in months) from petition to adjudication, and, for those adjudicated, to
disposition. The total time, from petition to disposition, is also shown.

TABLE 6.9: Case Processing Time {Mean Number of Months)

Time from Petition Time from Adjudication Time from Petition

SITE to Adjudication to Disposition to Disposition!
Boston 3.22 {49} 0.32 (28) 3.21 (24)
Denver 5.19 (27) 0.00 (19) 4.68 (19)
Memphis 0.90 (51} 0.15 (46) 1.00 (46)
Newark 2.45 {76) 0.54 (70) 2.70 {60)
Phoenix 1.56 (64) 190  (48) 332 (47)
Miami 1.16 (116} 0.55 (11) 1.37 {30)

TOTAL 2.00 (383} 0.68 (222} 2.53  {226)

1The times are not additive due to the change in N. Same cases drop out before they reach disposition
{e.g., "continued without funding' in Boston), and other dota are missing.

There is wide disparity in case processing time across sites for all inter-
vals. Denver is the slowest, perhaps explaining why so few cases are charg-
ed and even fewer adjudicated. Memphis and Miami are the fastest courts,
despite wide variability in case outcomes. With the exception of Phoenix,
the time from adjudication to disposition is short, taking no more than 2%2
weeks in any of the other sites. In several courts, cases which eventually
drop out may take the same time or longer than those which reach disposi-
tion. This may be due to defense requests for continuances or other
legitimate adversarial procedures.

The period between adjudication and disposition is usually reserved for
gathering social history information and exploring dispositional alternatives.
It appears that these courts require only a couple of weeks to complete that
process, a relatively short period when contrasted with other case process-
ing intervals. Nevertheless, this shorter interval does avoid delays and
thereby reduces case processing time, albeit at the price of potentially hasty
dispositions.

In general, it is difficult to discern patterns in these data, since courts with
similar rates vary widely in court organization (e.g., Miami and Memphis},
while courts with similar organization (e.g., Newark, Phoenix, and Miami)
have disparate case processing times. One may have to look either outside
the court (e.g., law enforcement, intake) or to court organization or pro-
cedures for possible explanations.
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System Processing: Falling Through the Gaps

There are a number of factors inherent in the way in which the juvenile
justice system processes youths, which influenced the case outcomes of
youths charged with violent offenses in the six systems under study. From
the data presented above, as well as on direct observations of the local juve-
nile justice system's practices, six major sources of attrition of potential
project-eligible youths were identified: charging practices, the petition pro-
cess, adjudication procedures, plea bargaining, and revocations. Although
each area is described below separately, it is important to recognize that a
practice in one area may directly influence a procedure in another area. For
example, plea bargaining may affect charging, charging may affect a waiver
decision, a suspended adjudication may affect the decision to instigate
revocation procedures. Consequently, the importance of the six areas varies
considerably across the study sites.

Charging. This area represents perhaps the most extensive slippage in
the identification of project-eligible youths. In general, the procedures for
charging a youth and documenting alleged offenses were informal, lacked
specificity, were highly discretionary, and without adequate review and ac-
countability.

In Memphis, for example, youths were charged by law enforcement of-
ficers without the slatutory specificity required by the state juvenile justice
codes. The generality in charging was so broad that youths alleged to have
committed target offenses were charged '‘generically.”” For example,
armed robbery was often charged as robbery. In other cases, charges were
so poorly written (i.e., generally lacking in detail) that the cases were re-
jected for prosecution. Similar problems were observed in Newark.

Without adequate review of charging procedures by court intake officers
or prosecuting attorneys, non-perfected charges were contained in peti-
tions which were found to be based on insufficient evidence and therefore
were not sustained by juvenile court judges.

A second major charging issue was the practice of '‘undercharging.”” In
some sites, the prosecutor or court intake supervisor undercharged the case
because he recognized that the youth would receive approximately the
same disposition and sentence for the lesser charge as he would receive fora
target crime. As such, the prosecutor or court intake supervisor charged the
youth with an offense for which it was easier to gain an adjudication. Often,
dispositional practices and state statutes provided little incentive to file and
adjudicate for the higher charge.

The best example of this practice may be Denver. In Colorado, a youth ad-
judicated for a second time (regardless of the offense) falls under the '‘repeat
offender legislation'’ and therefore may receive the same length of commit-
ment as a youth adjudicated for a target crime. Accordingly, there were only
31 youths charged with target crimes in the four-county metropolitan
Denver area during the first four months of 1982 (see Table 6.1).
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Petitions. As discussed above, in some sites charges were generic and
lacked statutory specificity. When this occurs it follows that the petitions,
which formalize the charges, would also be generic. The result is that a
number of youths for whom evidence may have existed for a target adjudi-
cation (e.g., armed robbery} were apparently adjudicated for non-target of-
fense instead (e.g., robbery). In the eyes of corrections agencies and for sub-
sequent court appearances, such prior offenses may appear less serious
than they really were. One result could be a less stringent placement
disposition.

A more prevalent practice, evident to some extent in all sites, but most
prevalent in Phoenix and Memphis, was the collapsing of multiple in-
cidents from different time periods into one petition. The result of this prac-
tice affected the number of prior adjudications for the youth, and therefore
caused youths who allegedly had committed multiple offenses to receive
only one adjudication. Again, there were consequences both for the youth
— lack of accountability — and for the system — an inaccurate picture of the
youth's offense history.

However, even when separate petitions for incidents occurring at dif-
ferent times were filed, newer petitions were dropped upon the sustaining
of an older petition. By virtue of sustaining any petition the court has the
authority to deal with the youth in his ''best interests'' and ''protect the
community.” Unless a ''repeat offender’’ statute exists {as was the case in
Denver), the prosecutor has little incentive to prosecute the youth for the
second petition.

Adjudications. As noted earlier, in order for a youth to become project-
eligible, he must be adjudicated both for a target offense and a prior offense.
There is a practice, at some sites (particularly Newark, Memphis and
Boston), of holding adjudications in abeyance by '‘suspending’’ the adjudi-
cation, holding the adjudication '‘under advisement'' or ''continuing the
case." These procedures allow an adjudication to ''remain pending'’' while
the juvenile court judge imposes certain court-ordered conditions on the
youth. If the conditions are not met, the result is the automatic adjudication
of the charges contained in the petition. In some sites, the violation of court-
ordered conditions results in an instant dispositional (commitment} order.

For example, in Boston we found that the juvenile court judges would fre-
quently "'continue’’ the youth's most serious charge and adjudicate him for
a lesser charge. The judge would then monitor the youth's behavior and
progress. In those instances where the judges felt the youth ''messed up,”
he would waive the youth to the adult court for the ‘‘continued’’ (more seri-
ous) charge. If the youth's behavior was acceptable, the judge would drop
the serious charge. There are no standards of proof for acceptable behavior.
Further, the judge would also threaten the youth correctional agency with
waiving the youth if it did not place the youth in secure care. As such, the
judges used the violent offense for leverage to control both the behavior of
the youths and the youth corrections agency.
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Parole Revocations. When a youth is on parole and is accused of com-
mitting a new offense the youth may be returned to commitment by a
revocation process, or a new petition may be filed for the alleged offense. If
a petition is not filed and heard by the court, the youth is never legally ad-
judicated for the behavior in question. Moreover, parole revocation hear-
ings varied widely in their adherance to due process concerns. In Phoenix,
for example, the hearing officers are appointed by institutional staff, and
youths seldom are represented at these hearings by counsel. As such,
youths whose parole is revoked for an alleged target offense were not deem-
ed "'violent'' offenders, since no record of an adjudication was entered.

Plea Bargaining. The plea bargaining process cuts across all the above
areas and it greatly reduced the size of the target population at all study
sites. As seen in Table 6.4, 40% of those cases sustained in juvenile court
resulted in adjudications for lesser charges. While it is impossible to
calculate what percentage of those reduced adjudications resulted from a
plea negotiation process, observations of court practices suggest that plea
bargaining is the primary factor behind most adjudications for reduced
charges (Newman, 1977; Blumberg, 1977).

Plea bargaining may occur at any point in the youth's processing by the
juvenile justice system, but the focus is primarily in the juvenile court. It
may involve a plea negotiation for lesser charges in return for either a dispo-
sitional alternative or a dismissal of additional charges. The prosecutor in
Phoenix routinely bargained with a waiver motion. In the other sites, target
offenses were often plead down to other violent offenses {see Table 6.5). In
some instances, the more severe charge (which was also more difficult to
prove) was dismissed in return for a plea to the lesser charge. For example,
an aggravated assault and armed robbery incident might well result in a
plea negotiation to a strong-arm robbery charge. These practices were par-
ticularly pervasive in states where the commitment statutes were not linked
to a label or the charge. Regardless of where and how the plea bargain pro-
cess occurs, it clearly works to prevent youths from being held accountable
for violent behaviors. For the court, these practices reduce the rate at which
youths are adjudicated for specified violent and serious crimes. Its impact
was observed on both the instant and the prior offenses for youths in this
sample.

Waivers. The last way the juvenile justice system acts to remove youths
from program eligibility is to simply move the kids "'upand out'’ of the juve-
nile justice system by waiving (or direct filing) them to the adult court and
the criminal justice system. In all of our study sites, youths charged with
target crimes were eligible for waiver to the adult court. In Phoenix, the
waiver motion was used as a plea bargaining tool. In two of the sites —
Miami and Phoenix — a sizeable number of youths were so transferred. In
fact, in Miami, 44% of all youths charged with target crimes (nearly all such
youths 16 and over) were either waived to or directly filed in the adult court.
In Phoenix, the prosecutor waived virtually all youths over 16.5 charged
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with target crimes. The net effect was to lower the age of majority (for cer-
tain offense or offender categories) through the systematic transfer of
youths to adult jurisdiction.

In recent years, the transfer of juveniles to adult court has become an im-
portant policy and research focus (see, for example: Hamparian, 1982; Feld,
1981, 1983). Only recently, though, has there been any systematic study of
the determinants of the transfer decision. In these study sites, several
reasons governed the decision by prosecutors to seek transfer. In two sites
(Phoenix and Miami), there are either statutory or administrative "ceilings"
on the length of secure confinement in juvenile facilities. In Phoenix, an
Arizona Supreme Court decision limited juvenile jurisdiction to 18 years of
age. In Miami, overcrowded juvenile corrections’ facilities limited the
average length of stay to between six and nine months. Both prosecutors,
who sought longer confinement periods for "'dangerous’ youths, routinely
requested transfers for youths 17 or older charged with violent offenses. In
general, waiver/transfer in these two sites resulted from the prosecutors’
perception that incarceration terms in juvenile facilities were far shorter
than in the adult system. Moreover, at least one prosecutor saw the criminal
court asan ''easier’’ court to obtain convictions, regardless of sentence. This
process of 'building a record’’ was seen as ensuring that subsequent convic-
tions would result in prison sentences.

In Miami, the criminal codes create concurrent jurisdiction in juvenile
and adult court for most felonies where the defendant is 16 years or older.
The prosecutor selects the court in which s/he wishes to prosecute the case.
For the most part, his/her decision in violent cases is determined by the
strength of the case, or where the prosecutor feels a conviction is most likely
to be obtained. ‘‘Stronger’’ cases are filed directly in the criminal court,
while weaker cases originate in juvenile court and may be transferred.
Those youths below 16 originate in juvenile court and are transferred if the
prosecutor seeks specialized services [e.g., substance abuse or mental
health) or longer confinement than the juvenile corrections system can pro-
vide. The Miami prosecutor stated several times that the limitations of the
juvenile corrections agency determined the court jurisdiction in which
violent charges would be filed.

DISCUSSION

The processes described in this paper {e.g., plea bargaining, undercharging,
waiver, suspended adjudication, collapsing petitions) seem to combine to
undermine the ability of the juvenile justice system to identify and sanction
chronically violent offenders. Nearly all components of the system are in-
volved in these processes, from detention to charging to corrections. The
omnibus delinquency policy which results from the parens patriae philos-
ophy limits the system’s incentive to differentiate violent young offenders
from "‘serious’’ or other delinquents.
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These practices serve the interests of neither the public nor youths. For
example, plea bargaining overpunishes the innocent and underpunishes
the guilty. These and other processes serve to neutralize the juvenile justice
system and undermine its credibility and effectiveness {Trojanowicz, 1983).
As a result, we observe the recent criticisms and attacks on the juvenile
courts. Yet these data show that court outcomes are merely the logical con-
clusion of a sequence of well-entrenched processes. We must understand
the source of these practices and recognize the incentives and benefits for
juvenile justice system actors, in order to chart another course.

The Need for System Change

A variety of systematic practices contribute to the case outcomes of youths
charged with violent offenses in the juvenile justice system. The practices
we observed — undercharging, consolidating petitions, suspending adjudi-
cations, plea bargaining, and transferring youth toadult court — result from
two factors: incentives and resources. Each system actor has institutional
incentives to continue the current processing patterns, and there is little
accountability among agencies. Law enforcement need not provide exten-
sive documentation of specific violent offenses to refer cases for court pro-
cessing. Prosecutors use charging and jurisdictional discretion to maximize
their chances of conviction and punishment. Defense attorneys benefit
from these practices by reducing charges and gaining lesser penalties for
their clients’ acts. For corrections officials, it matters little why a youth was
committed since indeterminancy remains the prevailing commitment ap-
proach. The court retains social control and perhaps better manages the
calendar.

Moreover, there are few incentives to change. What happens in one area
of the ''system'’ affects all areas in turn. Greater specificity in charging and
adjudicating may delay case processing, resulting in longer detention stays
for young people and more crowded dockets for the court. Will correctional
dispositions change if charges are more clearly stated? There may well be
more commitments, but the fixed capacity to provide services will likely
limit the quality and duration of services as well as the number of youths
served.

It is precisely here where the issue of resources isimportant. In this study,
two prosecutors seek criminal court processing for all youths 16 and older
because they can obtain longer sentences or better “'services.’’ (This is par-
ticularly ironic given the philosophical differences between juvenile and
criminal courts on the issue of service). The juvenile justice system has been
neutralized in its ability to sanction and '‘treat’’ violent offenders because it
lacks the resources to provide necessary services for them. Absent such
resources, there is little incentive to either differentiate these from other
cases, or to retain them under juveniie jurisdiction. In effect, what passes
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for 'swift and sure’’ response is a triage policy to save those youths who are
"amenable'’ to its limited rehabilitative capabilities while discarding the
rest to the criminal court for anticipated long-term secure care. The result is
a failure to identify and treat those most in need of the scarce resources of
the juvenile justice system, and a loss of public confidence in its purposes
and practice.

What to Do?

The importance of change in juvenile justice system responses to violent
youths cannot be overstated. The legislative responses to these youths have
steadily eroded the jurisdiction, autonomy, and authority of the juvenile
court, while placing greater discretion and responsibility on the prosecu-
torial function and the criminal court. Yet the juvenile court has borne the
majority of criticism and reaction which is more rightfully directed at an in-
teractive process involving very human decisions. Whereas in the past the
juvenile justice system had only to pursue ""the best interests of the child,"
the public now demands that punishment be blended with rehabilitation,
particularly for violent young offenders. To accomplish this and restore
public confidence, the juvenile justice system must make every effort to
provide accountability as well as quality treatment and services to these
youths. Several changes must occur.

The juvenile justice system should focus its attention on fashioning "'ap-
propriate dispositional alternatives'' for violent offenders, those youths
who pose the greatest threat to society and who require the most intensive
services. First, a definition must be proposed which links empirical
knowledge with special measures and ethical concerns. This will assist the
system in identifying those offenders for whom scarce resources are to be
strategically allocated. Second, the definition must be operationalized and
implemented so that charges are specified and adjudicated, and, where sus-
tained, dispositional decisions are linked to information about the offense
and the offender. What can be a better foundation for rehabilitation than a
system where individuals are held accountable, and accept responsibility
for their actions?

Finally, resources and alternatives must be created so that the incentives
are provided to undertake shifts in practice and policy. Here, leadership
and vision must arise naturally from within these communities. Those who
would '‘'move’’ the system should use data such as these to document sys-
temic practices and show their consequences. In this way, accountability
within the juvenile justice system can develop, and political incentives can
be created for change.

Decisions of prosecutors and the juvenile court are directly related to the
services offered by juvenile corrections agencies. We must therefore create
special treatment services to provide the incentives and resources to influ-
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ence the court’s decisions. These services should attempt to alter both the
behaviors and adverse living conditions of these young people while ad-
dressing public safety concerns. Reform of the juvenile court, then, must be
preceded by reform of juvenile corrections. Unless all three steps are ac-
complished — strategic planning, formal processing, expanded treatment
resources — the juvenile justice system may be destined for failure and
extinction.

Those who would abolish the juvenile court have yet to offer proof that
viable alternatives exist. We should be cautious toward ''get tough'’ propo-
sals which rely on incapacitation and punishment, until empirical support
emerges for such policies; they are costly, and would only marginally
reduce violent youth crime. Relatively few youths in adult court are subject
to incarceration, and therefore the policy goals of waiver or jurisdictional
change are undermined (Feld, 1983). The processing of young offenders in
criminal court has been relatively unexamined, and we lack evidence of the
efficacy of adult corrections for violent juvenile offenders.

Alternatively, we have yet to test a strategy where the juvenile justice
system strategically focuses its attention and resources on violent offenders
through special dispositions and treatment efforts. Without empirical
evidence that criminal court sanctions are more effective, and lacking a
clear test of the juvenile justice system'’s responses to violent offenders,
early pronouncement of the death of the rehabilitative ideal is premature.

FOOTNOTES

1. The violent offenses studied were: murder, attempted murder, aggravated assault, armed
robbery, forcible rape/sodomy, arson of an occupied dwelling, and kidnapping. These of-
fenses were the instant target’ offenses for the OJJDP Violent Juvenile Offender
Research and Development Program.

2. Cases which were filed but remained pending as of April 30, 1982 were excluded from the
sample.

3. In Miami, concurrent jurisdiction permits filing cases in either juvenile or directly in
criminal court. Cases may also be judicially waived from juvenile to adult court. Both
mechanisms are included in the table. In the other five sites, all criminal court cases were
judicially waived.

4, Traditionally, an omnibus delinquency policy has pervaded the entire juvenile justice
system {Feld, 1981). From the declaration by the court that a youth is delinquent (as op-
posed to guilty of a specific offense}, to the practice of indeterminate commitments (as op-
posed to proportional commitments), there is virtually no specification relative to the
youth's committing or prior offenses. Moreover, it is deemed unimportant. If he or she is
delinquent, dispositions, placements, and services are based on individual factors usually
apart from the offense. However, like parole decisions, these decisions are predictions of
what is necessary to avoid subsequent illegal acts.
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