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Practitioner Views of Priorities, Policies, and Practices in Juvenile Justice 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Dramatic changes in juvenile justice have occurred in recent decades.  One result has been 

the emergence of new policies and practices, many of which remain largely unexamined.  One 

avenue for gaining insight into whether such policies and practices are needed or effective, as 

well as into how the juvenile justice system might be improved, is to tap into the perceptions of 

people who work within this system.  Drawing on a national survey of juvenile court 

practitioners, we investigate key questions about the effectiveness of juvenile justice and discuss 

the implications of the study’s findings for research, policy, and practice. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Benjamin Disraeli, the famous British Prime Minister, once noted that “in a progressive 

country, change is constant” (Kebbel, 1882, p. 487).  That view aptly characterizes American 

juvenile justice in recent decades.  Today, the sheer variety of new policies and practices in 

American juvenile justice is difficult to overstate (Singer, 1996a; McCord, Widom, & Crowell, 

2001; Howell, 2003; Krisberg, 2005; Zimring, 2005).  One recent illustration comes from the 

National Juvenile Defender Center (2007), which documented 22 different categories of recent 

legislative changes, with each category including a wide spectrum of bills that varied greatly in 

focus.  For example, one category included aftercare and reentry, and 10 states considered bills 

on that topic alone.  Other examples include Arkansas, which recently had a bill aimed at 

limiting probation caseloads (p. 2), Hawaii, which had a bill that allowed courts “to impose 

global position monitoring on juveniles as a condition of preadjudicatory release” (p. 3), and 

Oklahoma, which had a bill stating that any child in the custody of the Department of Juvenile 

Justice “must begin a reintegration process . . . two months prior to his or her release” (p. 7). 

Whether the new policies and practices are a good idea—whether, for example, they are 

needed or effective—remains largely unknown.  To date, for example, the bulk of research on 

recent juvenile justice reforms has focused on laws that provide for the transfer of young people 

from the jurisdiction of the juvenile court to the criminal (or adult) court (Fagan and Zimring, 

2000; Kupchik, 2006).  Far less attention has been given to laws that have focused on aftercare, 

confidentiality of court records, disproportionate minority confinement, mental health, sex 

offenders, and a spectrum of other efforts undertaken by states and local jurisdictions (National 

Juvenile Defender Center, 2007). 

Assessing policies and practices requires substantial investments of funding, and it also 

requires that the requisite data exist.  Unfortunately, both are frequently in short supply.  The 

result is a situation in which only a few policies, such as criminal court transfer, receive much 

attention, while others receive little if any scrutiny.  One solution, common in evaluation 

research efforts that face similar constraints, is to draw on the insights and perspectives of 

knowledgeable “insiders” (Rossi, Lipsey, & Freeman, 2004).  That approach has been taken in a 



2 

number of studies of juvenile justice policies (e.g., Bishop, Frazier, & Henretta, 1989; Sanborn, 

1993; Butts & Halemba, 1994; Mears, 2000; Kupchik, 2006).  The risk, of course, is that insiders 

may be wrong in their assessments; thus, caution must be taken in interpreting their views.  Even 

so, insider accounts can help inform policy debates, point to interventions that may merit more 

attention or less, and highlight areas where changes may be warranted. 

This paper aims to contribute to debates and discussions about juvenile justice policy and 

practice by analyzing data from a national survey of juvenile court practitioners, including 

judges, prosecutors, public defenders, and court personnel (e.g., court administrators and chief 

probation officers).  In particular, we focus on practitioners’ views about (1) what they believe 

should be critical priorities and the extent to which there exists a disjuncture between what 

should be and what is prioritized, (2) the effectiveness of a range of prominent policies and 

practices, and (3) ways in which juvenile justice can be improved.  We begin by placing the 

study in context and then describe the data, methods, and findings.  In the conclusion, we discuss 

the study’s implications for juvenile justice research and policy. 

BACKGROUND 

Change has been a continuous theme in juvenile justice.  In the first few decades after the 

first juvenile court opened its doors in Cook County in 1899, other states steadily followed suit.  

The result was a myriad of local and state juvenile justice systems guided by the notion that, 

through individualized, case-by-case treatment and supervision, young people could be 

rehabilitated (Butts and Mitchell, 2000; Guarino-Ghezzi and Loughran, 2004).  The doctrine of 

“parens patriae” (the “state as parent”) and the idea that young people deserved a “second 

chance” provided the overarching philosophies for the structure and focus of juvenile justice 

(Platt, 1977; Tanenhaus, 2005).  Even so, each jurisdiction and state operated differently. 

During the 1960s, a series of U.S. Supreme Court cases led to what some have referred to as 

the criminalization of the juvenile court (Singer, 1996b; Feld, 1999).  In an effort to provide 

young offenders with many of the same due process rights afforded adult offenders, the Supreme 

Court re-created a criminal justice system inside the juvenile court.  The procedural changes in 
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turn allowed for a more substantive one to emerge.  Specifically, the increasingly adversarial 

juvenile system began to focus less on the welfare and “best interests” of the child and moved 

toward a focus on punishing young people like adults.  Then, in the 1980s, coinciding in part 

with a dramatic rise in violent crime (Snyder and Sickmund, 2006), a wealth of new laws 

emerged, many of which aimed to increase the punishment of juveniles (Howell, 2003; Zimring, 

2005).  States across the country began to change the purpose clauses of their juvenile code, with 

some making punishment the primary purpose (Dawson, 1990; Mears, 2000).  Nearly all states 

enacted laws to facilitate the transfer of juveniles to criminal court (Fagan and Zimring, 2000).  

Within the span of 100 years, the juvenile court had been transformed from a system of informal 

decisionmaking guided by a focus on rehabilitation and the “best interests” of young people to 

one that was far more formal, adversarial, and punishment-oriented (Bernard, 1992; Feld, 1999). 

Of course, this account overlooks other key facts.  First, the juvenile court was never strictly, 

or purely, focused on either punishment or rehabilitation (Butts and Mitchell, 2000; Tanenhaus, 

2005).  Second, not all the changes that emerged in recent decades fit neatly into the category of 

“punishment-oriented.”  Certainly, many do, especially those laws aimed at mandating particular 

types of sanctions, reducing the confidentiality of juvenile court records, and imposing tougher 

sanctions on youth in an increasingly wider array of circumstances (Torbet & Szymanski, 1998).  

Yet, many other changes have occurred that defy simple categorization.  They include blended 

sentencing laws that try to combine adult-style punishment with juvenile-style rehabilitation, 

specialized courts (e.g., teen, drug, mental health), wrap-around programs and services, special 

programming for females, efforts to reduce minority overrepresentation, greater information-

sharing within and between agencies, efforts to ensure that youth competency is assessed, and 

more community and victim participation in court proceedings, to name but a few (Butts and 

Mears, 2001; Katzmann, 2002; Howell, 2003; Guarino-Ghezzi and Loughran, 2004; Snyder and 

Sickmund, 2006; National Juvenile Defender Center, 2007). 

In short, state and local juvenile justice systems have embraced a wide range of new policies 

and practices.  Few of the changes, however, have been closely evaluated.  Some of the new 

policies and practices may be “good” in the sense that they address genuine needs and are 
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effective.  However, judging with confidence whether a particular policy or practice constitutes a 

“good” idea is difficult absent empirical research about whether a specific problem exists and 

whether the policy or practice effectively addresses the problem (Rossi et al., 2004, p. 102). 

It is, of course, one thing to call for such studies and another to conduct them.  Unfortunately, 

many jurisdictions and states lack the requisite data for systematically assessing a range of 

problem areas or the impacts of various policies and practices.  The transfer of youth to adult 

court constitutes a notable exception and perhaps accounts, in part, for the large number of 

studies focused on this policy.  Even so, there are relatively few impact evaluations of transfer 

laws (Kupchik, 2006).  In addition, when impact evaluations of various policies and practices are 

undertaken, they frequently take an overly restricted view of effectiveness.  If a particular 

policy’s aim is exclusively to reduce recidivism, that approach poses little to no problems.  If, 

however, a policy aims to achieve more complex goals—such as accountability, rehabilitation, 

punishment, and other dimensions frequently included in the purpose clauses of juvenile justice 

systems (Snyder and Sickmund, 2006, p. 98)—a narrow conception of effectiveness can be 

problematic.  Given that many juvenile justice policies have a diverse range of goals, 

assessments of those policies should, correspondingly, take such goals into account. 

Against that backdrop stands a notable void in research.  Few studies investigate practitioner 

views about policies and practices or how to improve the juvenile justice system.  Instead, they 

focus on offender outcomes or state-level variations along a few delimited dimensions, such as 

how the juvenile justice process is structured in each state (Dedel, 1998).  Certainly, many 

studies focus on practitioner views about particular practices in particular jurisdictions (e.g., 

Bishop et al., 1989; Sanborn, 1993; Butts & Halemba, 1994; Moak & Wallace, 2000), but few 

examine a wide range of policies across multiple jurisdictions and states. 

The situation is striking given that the success of any change in policy or practice relies on 

the efforts of juvenile court practitioners.  If practitioners do not support a given approach to 

handling juvenile offenders, they may not implement it carefully and could even work to 

undermine it.  More importantly, they may have unique insights about whether certain policies 

are needed and whether they are likely to be effective (Katzmann, 2002).  The risk with insider 
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accounts is that they may be inaccurate, and thus create misleading impressions about various 

policies and practices.  However, as the evaluation literature attests (Rossi et al., 2004), they also 

can generate understanding and help to inform policy debates in situations where it is difficult if 

not impossible to obtain more reliable information. 

The purpose of this study is to advance research on and stimulate discussion about a wide 

range of recent juvenile justice reforms by addressing some of the limitations of prior research.  

To this end, it examines the perspectives of juvenile court practitioners nationally and focuses on 

three related questions:  (1) What are the views of practitioners on the critical priorities facing 

juvenile justice systems nationally and do they believe these priorities are being addressed?  (2) 

How do juvenile court practitioners view the effectiveness of prominent juvenile justice policies 

and practices in terms of six key outcomes?  And (3) What specific recommendations do 

practitioners have about how to improve juvenile justice policy and practice? 

DATA AND METHODS 

Between March and August 2007, the authors conducted a national survey to measure how 

juvenile justice professionals view recent changes in policy and practice affecting the juvenile 

justice system.  The survey sample targeted each of four types of juvenile justice professionals 

(juvenile court judges, prosecutors, public defenders, and court administrators, including chief 

probation officers1) in each of the nation’s 300 most-populated counties, based on the most 

current U.S. Census figures available at the project’s start in 2005.  Our focus was on identifying 

experienced professionals in the largest counties and how they viewed prominent changes in 

policy and practice.  We reasoned that highly experienced practitioners would be able to provide 

insights into a wide range of juvenile justice policies, practices, and issues.  Given this focus, we 

targeted the designated chief (or “lead” or “senior”) practitioner for each of the four juvenile 

court groups within each of the 300 counties.  We used reports and county web sites to identify 

these individuals, and also consulted with each state’s juvenile justice specialist as designated by 

the federal Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention.  The 282 counties that formed 

the study’s final sample encompassed 45 states plus the District of Columbia and consisted of 
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areas that collectively are home to approximately two-thirds of the U.S. population.  The final 

sample included 534 juvenile justice professionals, and the response rate was 52 percent, which 

approximates that of other national surveys of practitioners (see, e.g., Butts & Halemba, 1994).2  

As we emphasize in the conclusion, the study sample is designed to capture the views of senior 

court practitioners in the largest counties in the country; as such, it may not reflect the 

perspectives of less senior practitioners or personnel from rural areas. 

Each practitioner completed a brief 15-minute self-administered online survey; a paper 

version of the survey was available upon request.  The final sample consisted of judges (23 

percent), prosecutors (31 percent), defense attorneys (16 percent), and court personnel (31 

percent).3  Fifty-seven percent of the respondents were male.  Collectively, the respondents were 

highly experienced.  On average, they were 51 years old and had worked 11 years in their current 

position and 17 years in juvenile justice, holding roughly 2 positions during that time.4  The age 

and position statistics reinforce the fact that the sample is not representative of all court 

practitioners but rather consists of those with more experience in the juvenile justice system. 

Development and design of the practitioner survey was guided by a 14-member advisory 

panel of juvenile justice policy experts, practitioners, and researchers; each member typically had 

at least one decade, and in most instances, several decades, of experience working in or studying 

and publishing on juvenile justice.  An initial set of priority areas and prominent policies and 

practices were identified through a review of research, especially articles, reports, and books 

focused on juvenile justice policy and practice.  Mindful of the need to develop a short 

questionnaire that practitioners would be likely to complete (see, e.g., Sanborn, 1993; Butts & 

Halemba, 1994; Mears, 2000), we turned to the advisory panel for assistance.  Each panel 

member was asked to identify those areas, policies, and practices that they viewed as especially 

widespread and as potentially influential or important developments in juvenile justice.  These 

assessments then were used to cull the original list, and the advisory panel was again polled for 

their views.  This process led to the identification of thirteen priority issues and seventeen 

prominent policies and practices for inclusion in the survey. 

The resulting questionnaire, which we field-tested and modified prior to administration 
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nationally, included questions about (1) areas or issues that might merit priority attention from 

policymakers and practitioners, focusing specifically on the extent to which practitioners thought 

the issues should be priorities and whether they actually were priorities in their jurisdictions, (2) 

the perceived effectiveness of seventeen prominent policies and practices in juvenile justice, and 

(3) practitioner recommendations for improving the juvenile justice system. 

To examine potential priority issues, respondents were asked two related questions.  The first 

was, “In my jurisdiction, [__________] should be a top priority for improving the juvenile 

justice system.”  The second was, “In my jurisdiction, [__________] issue is a top priority for 

improving the juvenile justice system.”  A Likert-type scale was used for the response categories 

(strongly agree, agree, disagree, or strongly disagree).  Respondents could also choose a fifth 

response, reflecting “don’t know” or “no opinion.” 

For the policy and practice effectiveness focus, respondents were asked to indicate the extent 

to which each of the specified policies and practices promoted each of six outcomes, using the 

same Likert-type scale.  The focus on a range of outcomes stemmed from our review of research 

and the recommendations of the advisory panel.  The logic was straight-forward.  Since most 

policies and practices are designed to achieve multiple goals, a balanced assessment requires 

examining each relevant outcome.  The six outcomes investigated by the study included 

promoting (1) less crime in the community, (2) less recidivism among young offenders, (3) 

appropriate punishment, (4) fair treatment, (5) efficiency of system operations, and (6) the 

traditional mission of the juvenile justice system. 

Finally, an open-ended question tapped into practitioner views about ways to improve 

juvenile justice.  Specifically, respondents were asked:  “What is the main recommendation you 

would give to policymakers for improving the effectiveness of the juvenile justice system?” 

Several analytic approaches are used.  First, for analysis of the priority issues, we present the 

difference between the percentage of respondents agreeing or strongly agreeing that an issue 

should be a priority and the percentage agreeing or strongly agreeing that it is a top priority.  The 

resulting “ought-is” differences, shown in Figure 1, were coded so that larger values indicate 

larger gaps.  Our goal here is to identify not only which issues were deemed to be the most 
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important priorities but also which ones are viewed as being least prioritized in practice. 

Second, we present practitioners’ mean (average) responses to the questions about the 

effectiveness of each of seventeen policies and practices in achieving each of six outcomes.  

Results are presented for all practitioner groups combined, and then again separately for each 

practitioner group.  The seventeen policies and practices included the following:  juvenile curfew 

laws; parental accountability laws (e.g., punishing parents for children’s behavior); reduced 

confidentiality of juvenile court records and proceedings; victim participation in court 

proceedings (e.g., providing victims with the right to make statements); restorative justice 

programs and policies (e.g., giving offenders opportunities to make restitution to victims); 

statutes or court rules that set time limits on delinquency proceedings in juvenile court; 

specialized courts (e.g., juvenile drug courts, mental health courts); transferring juveniles 

charged with certain offenses to criminal/adult court; graduated sanctions; using risk and needs 

assessment tools to assist with decisionmaking; coordination of juvenile justice with social 

services (e.g., wrap-around programs, “systems of care”); substance abuse treatment; sex 

offender treatment; mental health treatment; targeting gang-involved youth for special 

prosecution and enhanced penalties; community-based alternatives to secure detention for certain 

offenses; reentry services and planning (e.g., aftercare services and interventions). 

Third, practitioner responses to the open-ended question about how to improve juvenile 

justice were analyzed and summarized.  Following protocols for analyzing qualitative data 

(Patton, 2002; Rossi et al., 2004), each response was coded into a category and all responses then 

were grouped into larger categories when there appeared to be logical ones emerging from the 

specific categories.  The essential test was whether a recommendation appeared, at face value, to 

belong to a particular category.  The goal of this analysis was to provide a “ground up” 

perspective from practitioners about ways to increase the effectiveness of juvenile justice. 

FINDINGS 

“Ought-Is” Gap 

When asked to rate the extent to which each of thirteen areas or issues merited priority 
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attention from policymakers and practitioners, respondents are substantially in agreement that all 

warrant attention.  Eighty-five percent or more of practitioners agree or strongly agree that each 

of the areas should be top priorities for improving juvenile justice in their jurisdiction.  

Disproportionate minority confinement is the only exception, though even in this case 76 percent 

of respondents agree or strongly agree that the issue should be a top priority. 

Given that level of agreement, the next logical question centers around what we term the 

“ought-is” gap.  That is, to what extent do practitioners perceive their jurisdictions as falling 

short in actually prioritizing each of the 13 areas and issues?  The disjunctures are presented in 

Figure 1, where, as noted earlier, larger values indicate larger gaps.  As can be seen, the smallest 

was 13 percent (alternatives to detention) and the largest was 42 percent (public support for 

rehabilitation).  Other areas where the largest gaps surfaced included system capacity for 

evaluating practices, programs, and policies (33 percent), providing gender-specific 

programming (31 percent), resources for individuals for whom English is not their native 

language (30 percent), and culturally relevant services (29 percent). 

Insert Figure 1 about here 

Perhaps the most notable finding that emerges from Figure 1 is that practitioners view many 

of the practices in their jurisdiction as falling short of what they hold as ideal.  Just as notable is 

the view that the biggest shortfall involves the public.  Specifically, practitioners as a group 

strongly believe that public support for rehabilitation of young offenders should be a top priority 

in their jurisdictions, but that the public does not give it sufficient support. 

Perceived Effectiveness of 17 Policies and Practices, as Viewed by All Practitioners 

We turn now to a focus on practitioners’ views about the effectiveness of various policies 

and practices, which are presented in Table 1.  Combined group responses are presented in the 

first column for each of six outcomes.  These combined responses were used to rank-order the 

perceived effectiveness of the policies and practices.  Two criteria were used to establish the rank 

ordering.  First, we ranked a given policy or practice as higher if, a greater proportion of the 

time, the mean responses across the six outcomes had larger values as compared with another 



10 

policy or practice.  So, if one policy had larger mean values for 4 or more of the 6 outcomes as 

compared to another, it was ranked higher.  In some cases, there were ties, where one policy 

enjoyed greater mean responses than a second on three outcomes and the second had greater 

mean responses on the other three.  In these cases, we summed the differences across the 

outcomes.  The policy where the total magnitude of difference was greater was listed as the 

higher-ranked policy.  We begin by focusing on the overall rankings and then, below, turn to a 

focus on the views of specific practitioner groups. 

Inspection of Table 1 highlights that, as a group, practitioners are largely in agreement that 

ten of the policies and practices are effective.  Response options included 0=strongly disagree, 

1=disagree, 2=agree, and 3=strongly agree.  A mean response of 2.0 or greater can be interpreted 

as indicating collective agreement that a given policy or practice is effective.  Across all 

outcomes, the first ten policies and practices have rounded mean responses of 2.0.  They include 

the following, beginning with the highest-ranked:  mental health treatment, substance abuse 

treatment, reentry services and planning, sex offender treatment, coordination of juvenile justice 

with social services, restorative justice programs and policies, community-based alternatives to 

secure detention, graduated sanctions, specialized courts, and use of risk and needs assessment to 

aid in decisionmaking.  This last practice (risk and needs assessment) did not receive a 2.0 mean 

response for the first two outcomes, but it did for all four of the others.  The same is true of 

several other higher-ranked policies and practices.  By contrast, victim participation and the 

other policies and practices in the lower part of the table almost never cross the 2.0 threshold for 

any outcome.  In short, the “top 10” appear to constitute a relatively distinct group from the 

remaining 7 policies and practices, according to practitioners. 

Insert Table 1 about here 

The rank ordering is helpful in distilling down the global assessments made by practitioners, 

but it does not allow for the possibility that some policies may be viewed as effective in 

achieving only certain outcomes.  An outcome-specific focus reveals that three policies that did 

not make it into the “top 10” nonetheless exceeded the 2.0 threshold for certain outcomes.  First, 
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for two outcomes—appropriate punishment of young offenders and fair treatment of young 

offenders—victim participation in court proceedings is viewed as effective (i.e., the mean 

responses are greater than 2.0).  Second, if we round the mean response of 1.98 to 2.0, the 

targeting of gang-involved youth for prosecution is viewed as effective in achieving one 

outcome, namely, less crime in the community.  Third, and again rounding the mean response, 

the use of statutes or rules to set time limits on court proceedings is viewed as effective in 

improving the efficiency of the juvenile justice system. 

Juxtaposed against these three exceptions is the fact that for the remaining seven policies and 

practices, practitioners disagree with one another.  For example, in the case of juvenile curfew 

laws, practitioners have average responses that, across the outcomes, center around 1.5 (the 

means for each outcome are 1.8, 1.6, 1.4, 1.6, 1.3, and 1.6, respectively), indicating a clear divide 

among those who agree and those who disagree that such laws are effective.  A similar pattern 

emerges for parental accountability laws, statutes and rules setting time limits on court 

proceedings, and transferring juveniles to adult court.  However, practitioners largely agree that 

one policy—reduced confidentiality of court records or proceedings—is ineffective.  In this case, 

the average response across each of the six outcomes is roughly 1.0. 

Before turning to a discussion of variations among the practitioner groups, it may be helpful 

to focus on policies and practices where there is clear consensus among the groups in their 

rankings.  Table 2a presents this information.  Specifically, it focuses only on those policies and 

practices ranked as being in the top 5 by each of the practitioner groups.  For each group, the 

rankings were obtained from Table 1 by identifying the five policies or practices with the highest 

mean values.  In Table 2a, the presence of a practitioner code (J=judge, P=prosecutor, D=defense 

attorney, C=court administrator) indicates that for a given outcome dimension, the policy or 

practice was ranked among the top 5 for that particular group.  Since there are six outcomes and 

four practitioner groups, there are 24 possible top-5 rankings for each policy and practice. 

As the shaded part of Table 2a shows, practitioners express almost complete agreement that 

four policies are effective:  substance abuse treatment, sex offender treatment, mental health 

treatment, and reentry services and planning.  For coordination with court services, there are 11 
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(of 24 possible) top-5 rankings, and for the other policies and practices there are fewer top-5 

rankings.  Not shown in the table are the six policies that never received a top-5 ranking from 

any practitioner group for any outcome.  These include:  graduated sanctions, specialized courts, 

and statutes or rules setting time limits in court, juvenile curfew laws, parental accountability 

laws, and reduced court confidentiality.  In short, if we focus only on policies and practices that 

every practitioner group ranked highly, only the four identified policies or practices are 

unequivocally viewed as being effective. 

Insert Table 2a about here 

Table 2b summarizes information from Table 1 in a similar manner, but the focus is on 

policies and practices that practitioners ranked in the bottom 5 in terms of effectiveness.  Here, 

again, there is a high level of agreement among practitioner groups, especially if we use a cut-off 

of more than half (13 or more) of the 24 possible bottom-5 rankings.  Consider, for example, 

reduced confidentiality of court records.  Across all six outcomes, every practitioner group ranks 

this policy in their bottom-five, hence the total of 24 in the last column.  In addition to this 

policy, there are four others that practitioners collectively put in their bottom-5 rankings:  

transfer to criminal/adult court, juvenile curfew laws, parental accountability laws, and statutes 

and rules setting time limits in court. 

Insert Table 2b about here 

Perceived Effectiveness of 17 Policies and Practices:  Variation Across Practitioner Groups 

Having focused on practitioners as a group, we focus now on ways in which each of the 

practitioner groups differed from one another in their views.  In Table 1, statistically significant 

group differences are identified using analysis of variance (ANOVA) and are presented in 

column 1.5  A statistically significant effect indicates, in a global way, that one or more of the 

groups differ from one or more of the others in their views about a particular policy or practice.  

To provide a more nuanced account of practitioner group views and their differences, columns 2 

through 5 in the table present additional ANOVA analyses, which are used to identify whether a 
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particular group’s views differ from that of the other three groups combined.  For example, 

column 2 assesses whether the mean response among judges differs from the mean response of 

the other three groups.  Such comparisons provide information about potential practitioner-

specific views and how they may systematically accord with or differ from that of each of the 

other groups.  Although the practitioner groups do not differ appreciably in their assessments of 

many of the policies and practices, there are several interesting exceptions. 

The most conspicuous difference is between prosecutors and defenders.  Across seven of the 

policies and practices, and for all six outcomes, these two groups express views well above or 

below that of the other two and in opposite directions from one another.  For example, when 

asked about the effectiveness of criminal court transfer in reducing crime in the community, 

prosecutors are substantially in agreement that it is an effective policy (mean=2.2), whereas 

defenders are substantially in disagreement (mean=.6).  By contrast, judges and court personnel 

are evenly divided about the effectiveness of transfer (means=1.5 and 1.4, respectively).  Similar 

divides between prosecutors and defenders emerge when they are asked about transfer’s 

effectiveness in achieving the other five outcomes.  More generally, if one compares 

prosecutors’ and defense attorneys’ respective assessments in columns three and four for each 

outcome, it is readily apparent that this divide occurs for many other policies and practices. 

Juxtaposition of Table 2a with Table 2b more clearly highlights that prosecutors and defense 

attorneys have polarized views about several particular policies and practices.  Prosecutors 

express much more confidence in the prosecution of gang activity as an effective intervention.  

To a lesser extent, they also view victim participation in court proceedings and the transfer of 

juveniles to criminal/adult court as highly effective strategies, based on the top-5 ranking 

criterion.  At the same time, prosecutors view community-based alternatives to detention in a 

particularly dim light.  For five of the six outcomes, prosecutors rank this policy near the bottom 

in terms of effectiveness. 

Defense attorneys lie at the other end of the continuum in their views about these same 

policies and practices.  They rank gang prosecution, victim participation in court proceedings, 

and criminal court transfer as among the least effective interventions.  By contrast, they view 
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community-based alternatives to detention among the most effective strategies. 

Obviously, prosecutors and defense attorneys hold different positions and have different 

responsibilities.  It comes as no surprise that their views can be quite different.  The uniformity 

of these differences, however, underscores a basic contradiction in juvenile justice.  The 

founding vision of the juvenile court was a legal forum in which case decisions would be 

governed by the best interests of individual youth.  By revealing such consistent conflicts 

between the views of prosecutors and defense attorneys on a wide range of policies and 

practices, the survey results reinforce the idea that occupational biases may influence how cases 

are handled and how decisions are made in juvenile court. 

We turn now briefly to the two other practitioner groups.  The views of judges tend to be 

similar to those of other practitioners.  Even when statistically significant differences appear, the 

substantive differences are small.  Judges express slightly more support than the other groups 

that the following ten policies and practices are effective:  mental health treatment, substance 

abuse treatment, reentry services and planning, sex offender treatment, coordination of juvenile 

justice with social services, restorative justice programs, community-based alternatives to 

detention, specialized courts, the use of risk and needs assessments to aid decisionmaking, and 

juvenile curfew laws.  The “top 5” and “bottom 5” rankings of judges are largely in accord with 

those of other practitioner groups.  For example, as compared with prosecutors and defense 

attorneys, there is only one instance in which judges are alone in their “top 5” or “bottom 5” 

ranking of policies and practices.  The exception is the coordination of social services with 

juvenile justice when the outcome is fair treatment of young offenders. 

As with judges, the differences between the views of court administrators and the views of 

other practitioner groups tend to be small, even when the differences are statistically significant.  

Not surprisingly, given their roles in facilitating the processing of delinquency cases, 

administrators hold substantially more favorable views toward the use of statutes and rules that 

set time limits on court proceedings.  For example, across each of the six outcomes in Table 1, 

the mean values associated with this policy are consistently highest among the administrators.  

Perhaps for a similar reason, both judges and court administrators tend to believe more strongly 
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than the other two practitioner groups in the effectiveness of community-based alternative to 

secure detention, risk and needs assessments, and graduated sanctions.  Court administrators rank 

the use of risk and needs assessment as one of their “top 5” policies and practices.  Beyond that, 

they put considerable stock in the same policies and practices that the other practitioner groups 

did, and largely agree with the other practitioners about what they view as least effective. 

Practitioner Recommendations for Improving Juvenile Justice 

After asking the practitioners their views about the effectiveness of different policies and 

practices, the survey asked them to provide recommendations about how juvenile justice could 

be improved.  As Table 3 shows, their responses fell into five categories:  (1) providing adequate 

resources for the justice system, (2) administering justice in a collaborative manner, (3) using a 

diverse range of sanctions to provide meaningful and effective consequences, (4) focusing on 

prevention and interventions that address each juvenile’s unique needs, and (5) developing 

policies and practices based on evidence and practitioner advice.  Because the survey used an 

open-ended question, not everyone mentioned or commented on the same recommendations.  

That approach was in keeping with the goal of trying to elicit a wide range of ideas from 

practitioners rather than impose a fixed list of possibilities.  Thus, the responses shown are not 

necessarily shared by all practitioners and so the results should be interpreted with caution. 

Insert Table 3 about here 

Many specific recommendations were included under each of these headings, with the bulk 

of them focused on prevention and intervention efforts to reduce juvenile delinquency.  Not 

surprisingly, many respondents emphasized the need for more resources, including the provision 

of a stable stream of funding.  They also focused on the need to improve the training and 

retention of staff. 

Collaboration was a key theme in many respondents’ comments, with collaboration typically 

being described in expansive terms.  The respondents described, for example, the need for better 

sharing of information between different justice system actors and more and better inclusion of 

families and communities in the processing of delinquency cases. 
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Practitioners also called for a more nuanced approach to sanctioning, relying not only on the 

“tried and true” punishments, such as probation and incarceration, but also on a continuum of 

intermediate consequences.  Consistent with this emphasis, they called for the use of non-

traditional approaches, such as restorative justice, specialized courts, and better preparation and 

implementation of aftercare services and monitoring, for processing youthful offenders.  Some 

practitioners called for more rehabilitative-oriented sanctioning, others called for tougher 

punishment, and still others called for a better combination of the two emphases. 

Improved delinquency prevention and intervention figured prominently among practitioners’ 

recommendations.  As shown in Table 3, four foci were emphasized:  providing early prevention 

and intervention, making treatment and programming a central activity, ensuring that 

developmentally appropriate approaches are used, and avoiding strategies that impede the life 

chances of juveniles.  Of interest is the fact that respondents provided a range of suggestions; put 

differently, no “silver bullet” emerged.  Rather, respondents called for efforts that ranged from 

school-based initiatives to wrap-around services to protecting the confidentiality of court records 

and stopping the use of sex registries. 

Finally, the practitioners raised an issue that was, in fact, a central motivation for the 

research—namely, many respondents felt that their views, and that of their colleagues, should be 

included in efforts to develop needed, appropriate, efficient, and effective programs and policies.  

In this same vein, they felt that many statutes under which they operate should be revisited, that 

evaluation efforts should be prioritized, and that there should be national standards for how 

juvenile justice systems operate. 

CONCLUSION AND IMPLICATIONS 

Many observers have described the wide range of juvenile justice policies and practices 

introduced or expanded in recent decades, yet few of these innovations have been examined 

closely by evaluation research (see, e.g., Butts and Mears, 2001; Howell, 2003; Krisberg, 2005; 

Kupchik, 2006; Snyder and Sickmund, 2006).  The reasons are understandable.  Evaluating 

large-scale policy reforms in juvenile justice requires substantial resources, and data limitations 
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often preclude conducting rigorous process or impact evaluations.  One approach to gaining 

insight into prominent policies and practices across the juvenile justice landscape is to draw on 

the views of knowledgeable “insiders,” a long-standing approach used in evaluation studies 

where barriers to more rigorous research designs exist (Rossi et al., 2004). 

Using data from a national survey of juvenile court practitioners, this study assessed critical 

priorities in juvenile justice, examined the effectiveness of policies and practices, and highlighted 

strategies for improving juvenile justice.  The survey focused on senior court practitioners who 

worked in large-population counties.  Thus, the results may not generalize to the views held by 

line staff or those who work in rural areas.  In addition, because the study draws on practitioners’ 

views, not rigorous empirical evaluations, the results should be interpreted with caution.  At the 

same time, practitioners, in their roles as executors of policies and practices promulgated by 

officials, occupy a unique position from which to comment on these policies and practices. 

The results can be summarized as follows.  First, practitioners view the juvenile justice 

system as suffering from a disjuncture between how it should operate and how it does operate.  

The largest perceived gaps involve insufficient public support for rehabilitation, the system’s 

inadequate capacity to evaluate programs and practices, a lack of gender-specific programming, 

and the need for culturally-sensitive and appropriate programming, including services 

specifically designed for youth populations for whom English is not their native language.  

Concern about a lack of public support for rehabilitation is a prominent concern, which is notable 

given that opinion polls suggest the public strongly supports rehabilitative services and programs 

(Moon, Sundt, Cullen, & Wright, 2000; Nagin, Piquero, Scott, & Steinberg, 2006; Mears, Hay, 

Gertz, & Mancini, 2007). 

Second, there is a consensus among practitioners about certain policies and practices across 

six outcome areas (reducing crime in the community, reducing recidivism, providing appropriate 

punishment, providing fair treatment, increasing the efficiency of the justice system, and 

supporting the traditional mission of juvenile justice).  The most effective policies and practices, 

according to practitioners, consist of the following “top 10”:  mental health treatment, substance 

abuse treatment, reentry services and planning, sex offender treatment, coordination of juvenile 
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justice with social services, restorative justice programs and policies, community-based 

alternatives to secure detention, graduated sanctions, specialized courts, and use of risk and 

needs assessment to aid in decisionmaking.  There is especially strong agreement among all the 

practitioner groups that the first four strategies are effective.  Just as notable is the strong 

agreement that five policies and practices are not effective:  reduced confidentiality of court 

records, transfer to criminal/adult court, juvenile curfew laws, parental accountability laws, and 

statutes and rules setting time limits in court. 

Third, practitioner groups do not always agree about the effectiveness of policies and 

practices.  Prosecutors and defenders, in particular, tend to differ in their assessments and they 

often express views either considerably more or less favorable than those of other respondent 

groups.  These differences typically fall along “get tough” approaches versus rehabilitative 

measures.  Prosecutors, for example, tend to hold more favorable views of criminal court transfer 

laws and reduced confidentiality of court records, whereas defenders hold more favorable views 

of community-based alternatives to detention and reentry programming. 

Fourth, when asked about ways to improve juvenile justice, practitioners tend to name five 

types of strategies.  These include the expansion of system resources, greater collaboration 

within the juvenile justice system and between juvenile justice and families and communities, 

reliance on a broader range of sanctions, more prevention and early intervention, and a greater 

reliance on evidence-based practices and practitioners’ knowledge. 

Several research and policy considerations emerge from these findings.  The fact that 

practitioners view their jurisdictions as falling short in addressing a range of priorities, such as 

providing gender-specific and culturally appropriate programming, and that they identify a wide 

range of strategies for improving juvenile justice, underscores the argument that there is no 

single, “silver bullet” solution for increasing the effectiveness of the juvenile justice system.  A 

full spectrum of approaches is needed.  This argument dovetails with the view of the public, 

which typically endorses a wide range of rehabilitative and punishment-oriented approaches to 

reducing juvenile crime and sanctioning young offenders (Flanagan & Longmire, 1996; Roberts 

& Stalans, 1998; Cullen, Wright, Brown, Moon, et al., 1998; Cullen, Fisher, & Applegate, 2000; 
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Nagin et al., 2006; Mears et al., 2007). 

Practitioners agree about the effectiveness of some juvenile crime policies but express mixed 

views of others.  Some of the policies garnering the most agreement, such as specialized courts, 

have been widely publicized.  Views about their effectiveness may be partly due to wishful 

thinking.  Other prominent policies, however, such as juvenile curfew laws and criminal court 

transfer, do not enjoy similar levels of support among practitioners.  In some cases, favorable 

views about a given policy’s effectiveness emerge only when respondents are asked about 

specific outcomes.  For example, when asked about policies aimed at setting time limits on court 

proceedings, practitioners view such efforts as improving the efficiency of the justice system but 

as ineffective for reducing recidivism.  This finding underscores the importance of using a range 

of outcomes, not just recidivism, to arrive at a balanced assessment of juvenile justice policies. 

One striking finding to emerge from the study is that practitioners sometimes believe policies 

are effective when evidence suggests they do not work.  For example, although research clearly 

indicates that juvenile curfew laws are ineffective (Adams, 2007), judges appear to disagree with 

this research or perhaps know little about it.  This issue illustrates the importance of measuring 

practitioners’ views, given that what practitioners believe presumably influences what they do.6  

Here, again, it bears emphasizing that for many of the policies and practices in this study, there is 

little evidence one way or the other about their effectiveness in achieving various outcomes. 

Some of the recommendations volunteered by the practitioners parallel those found in 

scholarly journals and books.  For example, the Federal Comprehensive Strategy for reducing 

juvenile crime and improving justice system operations emphasizes policies and practices that 

overlap with those mentioned by the practitioners (Howell, 2003).  In addition, meta-analyses 

and other recent reviews list similar recommendations (see, generally, Butts and Mears, 2001; 

McCord et al., 2001; Katzmann, 2002; Howell, 2003; Guarino-Ghezzi and Loughran, 2004; 

Krisberg, 2005).  Whether practitioner views stem from hearing about such work or from their 

own experiences, or whether researchers have followed the lead of practitioners, we cannot say.  

Either way, the overlap might appropriately be viewed as a basis for optimism.  If researchers are 

“discovering” what practitioners already “know,” it provides a form of validation for 



20 

practitioners.  And if practitioners’ sense of what “works” derives from learning about research, 

whether directly or indirectly, then it would suggest a stronger research-to-practice link than 

many accounts of crime policy suggest (Petersilia, 1991; Blumstein, 1997; Cullen, 2005).  

Certainly, this possibility constitutes one avenue of research that bears investigating.  A related 

line of research that merits exploration is the extent to which practitioners’ views differ, if at all, 

from those of the public.  Opinion polls consistently demonstrate that the public supports many 

different approaches to reducing delinquency and sanctioning youth (Cullen et al., 2000), and so 

perhaps they would express similar views to practitioners.  If so, then practitioner views would 

not reflect knowledge of “what works” but rather, as with public views, their preferences.7 

The fact that practitioners vary in their views about different policies, and, in particular, that 

prosecutors and defenders tend to represent the extremes, underscores the importance of 

examining factors that influence their views.  Perhaps, for example, the philosophy of 

punishment to which practitioners most strongly subscribe governs their views about the 

effectiveness of various policies, which may in turn influence policymaking (Roberts & Stalans, 

1998).  For example, if prosecutors adhere more strongly to a philosophy of retribution, and if 

they exert a more direct influence on policy debates, then we can anticipate that the nature of 

juvenile justice will reflect that philosophy.  Notably, the evidence from public opinion research 

is that policymakers typically overestimate public support for punitive sanctioning (Roberts and 

Hough, 2005), which may stem from a greater influence of prosecutors on policymaking.  If true, 

other practitioner groups’ voices may be needed to provide more balance and insight into how 

best to create an effective juvenile justice system. 

We make no claim to assessing the relative contribution of any of the practitioner groups on 

policy.  Indeed, an important question for future research is how much, if at all, different groups 

of practitioners may influence public policy at local, state, or national levels.  This study was not 

designed to answer such questions directly.  However, our findings reveal marked variation 

among court practitioners in the perceived effectiveness of different policies and practices.  This 

variation indicates the need for policies that reflect, or at least consider, the diverse views of all 

juvenile court practitioner groups. 
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NOTES 

 

1 In some places, court administrators are responsible for administering juvenile court services 

and programs; in many places, this responsibility falls to juvenile probation. 

2 The denominator used in generating the response rate consisted of the number of viable 

practitioner contacts obtained across the four target groups (1,032 individuals). 

3 In roughly 7 percent of the cases, an individual completed the questionnaire on behalf of a 

member of one of the four practitioner groups; in these cases, the responses were coded as 

representing whichever type of practitioner had been sent the questionnaire. 

4 The precise descriptive statistics (means and standard deviations) are as follows:  judge, 

magistrate, or other judicial officer (x=.23, s.d.=.42); prosecutor, states attorney, district attorney 

(x=.31, s.d.=.46); defense attorney, public defender (x=0.16, s.d.=.36); court personnel 

(administrator, chief probation officer) (x=0.31, s.d.=.46); number of years in current 

professional position (x=10.88, s.d.=8.32); number of years working in juvenile justice (x=16.72, 

s.d.=10.73), total number of positions held in juvenile justice (x=1.87, s.d.=0.71); sex (1=male; 

0=female) (x=0.57, s.d.=0.50); and age (years) (x=50.90, s.d.=9.44). 

5 ANOVA is the conventional approach to assessing whether mean differences on a continuous 

or ordinal outcome differ across groups; when the grouping variable is dichotomous, ANOVA 

results are equivalent to conducting t-tests (Bohrnstedt and Knoke, 1994). 

6 We thank one of the anonymous reviewers for raising this point. 

7 We thank one of the anonymous reviewers for raising this point. 
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Figure 1.  Practitioner Perceptions of the “Ought-Is” Gap Concerning Thirteen Juvenile Justice Priority Issues 
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Table 1.  Four Practitioner Groups and Their Views about the Effectiveness of Seventeen Juvenile Justice Policies and Practices 
 

 

 1. Less Crime in the Community 2. Less Recidivism by Young Offenders 
           

 All 

Groups 

 

Judges 

Prose-

cutors 

Defend

-ers 

Court 

Pers. 

All 

Groups 

 

Judges 

Prose-

cutors 

Defend

-ers 

Court 

Pers. 
           

           

Mental health treatment 2.48* 2.62* 2.33* 2.61* 2.47 2.48* 2.64* 2.32* 2.61* 2.45 

Substance abuse treatment 2.47 2.60* 2.42 2.46 2.45 2.49 2.65* 2.43 2.47 2.45 

Reentry services and planning 2.42* 2.54* 2.27* 2.50 2.43 2.44* 2.58* 2.29* 2.49 2.44 

Sex offender treatment 2.38 2.46 2.30* 2.41 2.40 2.39 2.48 2.31 2.43 2.40 

Coordination of juvenile justice with social services 2.25* 2.40* 2.04* 2.33 2.31 2.27* 2.41* 2.09* 2.34 2.32 

Restorative justice programs and policies 2.06 2.17 1.99 1.82* 2.17* 2.11 2.27* 1.99* 1.95* 2.18 

Community-based alternatives to secure detention 1.92* 2.06* 1.50* 2.14* 2.10* 1.93* 2.09* 1.51* 2.21* 2.08* 

Graduated sanctions 1.91 1.97 1.77* 1.77 2.07* 1.96* 2.09 1.79* 1.81 2.10* 

Specialized courts (e.g., drug, teen, mental health) 1.96 2.12* 1.83* 1.88 2.00 2.07 2.27* 1.94* 2.06 2.05 

Using risk/needs assessments to aid decisionmaking 1.84* 1.99* 1.71* 1.62* 1.97* 1.93* 2.15* 1.75* 1.64* 2.08* 

Victim participation in court proceedings 1.57* 1.62 1.68* 1.11* 1.66 1.69* 1.76 1.78 1.20* 1.80* 

Targeting gang-involved youth for prosecution 1.98* 2.01 2.39* 1.03* 2.03 1.85* 1.86 2.31* 0.95* 1.87 

Parental accountability laws 1.73* 1.78 1.85* 1.34* 1.78 1.75 1.77 1.86 1.38* 1.82 

Juvenile curfew laws 1.88* 2.02* 2.09* 1.47* 1.77* 1.63* 1.77* 1.73 1.26* 1.64 

Statutes/rules setting time limits on court proceedings 1.29* 1.42 1.12* 0.88* 1.59* 1.29* 1.39 1.13* 0.99* 1.56* 

Transferring juveniles to criminal/adult court 1.57* 1.54 2.21* 0.67* 1.44 1.50* 1.46 2.10* 0.65* 1.40 

Reduced confidentiality of court records/proceedings 1.06* 1.08 1.39* 0.41* 1.07 1.02* 0.97 1.36* 0.42* 1.05 

 

 

NOTE:  Mean values are presented, and refer to respondent views about the effectiveness of each policy or practice (0=strongly disagree, 1=disagree, 2=agree, 

3=strongly agree).  In the first column of each outcome, ANOVA analyses were used to determine if any of the practitioner group means differed statistically 

from one another.  In columns 2-5, ANOVA analyses were used to determine if a practitioner group’s views differed statistically from that of the other three. 
 

* p < .05 (ANOVA F-tests of statistical significance) 



 

Table 1.  Four Practitioner Groups and Their Views about the Effectiveness of Seventeen Juvenile Justice Policies and Practices (cont.) 
 

 

 3. Appropriate Punishment of Young Offenders 4. Fair Treatment of Young Offenders 
           

 All 

Groups 

 

Judges 

Prose-

cutors 

Defend

-ers 

Court 

Pers. 

All 

Groups 

 

Judges 

Prose-

cutors 

Defend

-ers 

Court 

Pers. 
           

           

Mental health treatment 2.41* 2.53* 2.25* 2.56* 2.39 2.48* 2.62* 2.32* 2.57 2.48 

Substance abuse treatment 2.39 2.47 2.32 2.40 2.37 2.41* 2.55* 2.34 2.38 2.40 

Reentry services and planning 2.32* 2.42* 2.21* 2.44 2.31 2.42* 2.50 2.28* 2.48 2.45 

Sex offender treatment 2.35 2.42 2.25* 2.39 2.36 2.40 2.48 2.32 2.37 2.42 

Coordination of juvenile justice with social services 2.19* 2.37* 1.97* 2.36* 2.19 2.33* 2.50* 2.15* 2.34 2.37 

Restorative justice programs and policies 2.29 2.39* 2.23 2.15* 2.34 2.28 2.42* 2.23 2.08* 2.34 

Community-based alternatives to secure detention 2.14* 2.34* 1.71* 2.38* 2.29* 2.23* 2.38* 1.85* 2.43* 2.36* 

Graduated sanctions 2.18* 2.33* 2.05* 2.00* 2.26 2.19 2.30* 2.11* 2.05* 2.26 

Specialized courts (e.g., drug, teen, mental health) 2.15 2.30* 2.01* 2.15 2.18 2.20 2.33* 2.08* 2.11 2.24 

Using risk/needs assessments to aid decisionmaking 2.14* 2.37* 1.97* 1.85* 2.25* 2.21* 2.42* 2.04* 1.84* 2.37* 

Victim participation in court proceedings 2.03* 2.08 2.35* 1.39* 2.00 2.01* 2.13 2.24* 1.26* 2.04 

Targeting gang-involved youth for prosecution 1.89* 1.98 2.31* 0.85* 1.95 1.79* 1.79 2.25* 0.78* 1.85 

Parental accountability laws 1.44* 1.49 1.44 1.15* 1.54 1.51* 1.60 1.52 1.19* 1.61 

Juvenile curfew laws 1.42 1.44 1.45 1.17* 1.48 1.60* 1.60 1.79* 1.22* 1.61 

Statutes/rules setting time limits on court proceedings 1.51* 1.58 1.34* 1.25* 1.78* 1.73* 1.82 1.56* 1.41* 2.01* 

Transferring juveniles to criminal/adult court 1.66* 1.64 2.31* 0.49* 1.63 1.56* 1.51 2.18* 0.48* 1.51 

Reduced confidentiality of court records/proceedings 1.12* 1.11 1.50* 0.43* 1.11 1.14* 1.14 1.50* 0.32* 1.18 

 

 

NOTE:  Mean values are presented, and refer to respondent views about the effectiveness of each policy or practice (0=strongly disagree, 1=disagree, 2=agree, 

3=strongly agree).  In the first column of each outcome, ANOVA analyses were used to determine if any of the practitioner group means differed statistically 

from one another.  In columns 2-5, ANOVA analyses were used to determine if a practitioner group’s views differed statistically from that of the other three. 
 

* p < .05 (ANOVA F-tests of statistical significance) 



 

Table 1.  Four Practitioner Groups and Their Views about the Effectiveness of Seventeen Juvenile Justice Policies and Practices (cont.) 
 

 

 5. Efficiency of the Justice Process 6. Traditional Mission of Juvenile Justice 
           

 All 

Groups 

 

Judges 

Prose-

cutors 

Defend

-ers 

Court 

Pers. 

All 

Groups 

 

Judges 

Prose-

cutors 

Defend

-ers 

Court 

Pers. 
           

           

Mental health treatment 2.38* 2.50* 2.22* 2.53* 2.38 2.44* 2.57* 2.34* 2.60* 2.36* 

Substance abuse treatment 2.33 2.42 2.22* 2.31 2.38 2.41 2.49 2.37 2.44 2.38 

Reentry services and planning 2.37* 2.42 2.22* 2.48 2.43 2.40 2.45 2.29* 2.57* 2.39 

Sex offender treatment 2.30 2.35 2.22 2.33 2.33 2.35 2.41 2.33 2.44 2.28 

Coordination of juvenile justice with social services 2.18* 2.31* 1.97* 2.30 2.22 2.33 2.44* 2.23* 2.44 2.29 

Restorative justice programs and policies 2.07* 2.02 2.02 1.85* 2.27* 2.17 2.32* 2.15 1.99* 2.18 

Community-based alternatives to secure detention 2.15* 2.32* 1.79* 2.33* 2.29* 2.22* 2.35* 1.99* 2.48* 2.20 

Graduated sanctions 2.05* 2.14 1.88* 1.86* 2.24* 2.12* 2.27* 2.02* 2.00 2.15 

Specialized courts (e.g., drug, teen, mental health) 1.94 1.96 1.83 1.89 2.04 2.08 2.20 2.04 2.14 2.01 

Using risk/needs assessments to aid decisionmaking 2.13* 2.26* 1.99* 1.80* 2.33* 2.09* 2.28* 2.01 1.88* 2.13 

Victim participation in court proceedings 1.81* 1.79 2.07* 1.10* 1.93* 1.97* 2.06 2.14* 1.41* 2.01 

Targeting gang-involved youth for prosecution 1.82* 1.75 2.22* 0.92* 1.92 1.63* 1.66 2.07* 0.76* 1.68 

Parental accountability laws 1.58* 1.64 1.61 1.27* 1.68 1.58* 1.67 1.67 1.27* 1.61 

Juvenile curfew laws 1.33 1.33 1.42 1.02* 1.40 1.64* 1.68 1.83* 1.31* 1.57 

Statutes/rules setting time limits on court proceedings 1.95* 2.04 1.73* 1.75* 2.21* 1.69* 1.69 1.55* 1.57 1.89* 

Transferring juveniles to criminal/adult court 1.57* 1.63 2.11* 0.54* 1.48 1.31* 1.30 1.77* 0.41* 1.37 

Reduced confidentiality of court records/proceedings 1.25* 1.15 1.58* 0.55* 1.36 0.95* 1.00 1.14* 0.36* 1.03 

 

 

NOTE:  Mean values are presented, and refer to respondent views about the effectiveness of each policy or practice (0=strongly disagree, 1=disagree, 2=agree, 

3=strongly agree).  In the first column of each outcome, ANOVA analyses were used to determine if any of the practitioner group means differed statistically 

from one another.  In columns 2-5, ANOVA analyses were used to determine if a practitioner group’s views differed statistically from that of the other three. 
 

* p < .05 (ANOVA F-tests of statistical significance) 



 

Table 2a.  Practitioner Views of the Best Policies and Practices, Based on Top-5 Rankings* 
 

 

 

(1) 

Less 

Crime  

(2) 

Less 

Recidivism  

(3) 

Appropriate 

Punishment  

(4) 

Fair 

Treatment 

(5) 

Efficiency 

of Process 

(6) 

Traditional 

Mission 

Total 

Top-5 

Rankings* 

Substance abuse 

treatment 
J  P  D  C J  P  D  C J  P  D  C J  P  D  C J  P  D  C J  P  D  C 24 

Sex offender 

treatment 
J  P  D  C J  P  D  C J  P  D  C J  P  D  C J  P  D  C J   P   C 23 

Mental health 

treatment 
J  P  D  C J  P  D  C J  D  C J  P  D  C J  P  D  C J  P  D  C 23 

Reentry services/ 

planning 
J  P  D  C J  P  D  C J  D  C J  P  D  C J  P  D  C J  P  D  C 23 

Coordination with 

social services 
J  D  C J  D  C  J  J  P  D  C 11 

Alternatives to 

detention 
  D D J  D D 5 

Restorative justice 

programs/policies 
  J  C    2 

Using risk/need 

assessments  
   C C  2 

Prosecute youth 

gang members 
P P P P P  5 

Victim participation 

in proceedings 
  P    1 

Transferring 

juveniles 
  P    1 

 

* This table summarizes information from Table 1 by focusing only on those policies and practices ranked as being 

in the top 5 by each of the practitioner groups.  For each group, the top-5 rankings were obtained from Table 1 by 

identifying the five policies or practices with the highest mean values.  Since there are six outcomes, the result is 

that for any given policy or practice in this table, there are 24 possible top-5 rankings (4 practitioner groups x 6 

outcomes).  The presence of a practitioner code (J, P, D, or C) indicates that for a given outcome dimension, the 

policy or practice was ranked among the top 5 for that particular group.  Six of the seventeen policies and practices 

from Table 1 were not ranked in the top 5 by any practitioner groups:  graduated sanctions, specialized courts, 

statutes or rules setting time limits in court, juvenile curfew laws, parental accountability laws, and reduced 

confidentiality of court records. 

 

Practitioner Code:  J=Judges     P=Prosecutors     D=Defense Attorneys     C=Court Administration Leaders 



 

Table 2b.  Practitioner Views of the Worst Policies and Practices, Based on Bottom-5 Rankings* 
 

 

 

(1) 

Less 

Crime  

(2) 

Less 

Recidivism  

(3) 

Appropriate 

Punishment  

(4) 

Fair 

Treatment 

(5) 

Efficiency 

of Process 

(6) 

Traditional 

Mission 

Total 

Bottom-5 

Rankings* 

Reduced court 

confidentiality 
J  P  D  C J  P  D  C J  P  D  C J  P  D  C J  P  D  C J  P  D  C 24 

Transferring 

juveniles 
J  D  C J  D  C J  D  C J  D  C J  D  C J  P  D  C 19 

Juvenile curfew 

laws 
C P  C J  P  D  C J  P  D  C J  P  D  C J  P  D  C 19 

Parental 

accountability laws 
J J J  P  D  C J  P  D  C J  P  C J  P  D  C 17 

Statutes/rules 

setting time limits 
J  P  D  C J  P  D  C J  P  C P P P 14 

Prosecute youth 

gang members 
D D D J  D  C J  D  C J  D  C 12 

Victim participation 

in court proceedings 
J  P  D  C J  D  C   D  8 

Alternatives to 

detention 
P P P P P  5 

Using risk/need 

assessments 
P P     2 

 

* This table summarizes information from Table 1 by focusing only on those policies and practices ranked as being 

in the bottom 5 by each of the practitioner groups.  For each group, the bottom-5 rankings were obtained from Table 

1 by identifying the five policies or practices with the lowest mean values.  Since there are six outcomes, the result is 

that for any given policy or practice in this table, there are 24 possible bottom-5 rankings (4 practitioner groups x 6 

outcomes).  The presence of a practitioner code (J, P, D, or C) indicates that for a given outcome dimension, the 

policy or practice was ranked among the bottom 5 for that particular group.  Eight of the seventeen policies and 

practices from Table 1 were not ranked in the bottom 5 by any practitioner groups:   substance abuse treatment, sex 

offender treatment, mental health treatment, reentry services and planning, coordination with social services, 

restorative justice programs and policies, specialized courts, and graduated sanctions. 

 

Practitioner Code:  J=Judges     P=Prosecutors     D=Defense Attorneys     C=Court Administration Leaders 



 

Table 3.  Practitioner Recommendations for Improving Juvenile Justice Effectiveness 
 

 

Provide Adequate Resources for the Juvenile Justice System 
 

Provide Stable Funding at Appropriate Levels 

• Establish a separate, consistent funding stream for juvenile justice 

• Increase overall funding levels for juvenile justice 

• Increase funding for specific programs and approaches (restorative justice, processing of less 

serious offenders, mental health and substance abuse treatment services, specialized courts) 

• Reduce restrictions tied to funding and enable local jurisdictions to address local issues 
 

Prioritize Staff Retention and Training 

• Increase overall staffing levels and reduce case loads (hire and train additional case managers) 

• Focus on retaining experienced professionals in juvenile justice (offer competitive salaries) 

• Coordinate and expand staff training initiatives (state-coordinated training in assessment and case 

planning, specialized training for police) 
 

Administer Juvenile Justice in a Collaborative Manner 
 

Promote Collaboration among Juvenile Justice Stakeholders 

• Promote collaboration and information-sharing among juvenile justice professionals 

• Increase collaboration among all agencies that provide services to youth and their families 

(justice, police, child welfare, social/mental health services, schools, community organizations) 

• Develop a shared vision of the purpose and scope of juvenile justice (i.e., what juvenile justice is 

and what it can and should do) 

• Coordinate strategies for reform 
 

Involve Family and Community in Juvenile Justice 

• Expand parental accountability 

• Focus on efforts to strengthen the family (target single-parent households, reduce “kids having 

kids,” offer training to parents) 

• Emphasize principals of restorative justice and involve victims in the process 

• Fund and support community-based initiatives involving parents, schools, social service agencies, 

and local businesses 
 

Utilize a Range of Sanctions to Provide Meaningful Consequences 
 

• Employ graduated sanctions 

• Implement balanced and restorative justice programs 

• Develop and utilize effective alternatives to secure detention (high-level secure group homes, 

camp-like programs, etc.) 

• Use secure detention to address serious violent offending (avoid using for less serious offenders, 

couple secure detention with intensive therapy and services) 

• Have tougher sanctions for some youth (avoid situations where only a “slap on the wrist” occurs) 

• Expand the use of specialized courts 

• Strengthen juvenile probation and emphasize aftercare 
 



 

Table 3.  Practitioner Recommendations for Improving Juvenile Justice Effectiveness (cont.) 
 

 

Focus on Prevention and Interventions that Address the Unique Needs of Juveniles 
 

Focus on Early Intervention and Prevention 

• Develop and expand programming for at-risk youth (afterschool programs, extended school day, 

mentoring programs, increased contact between youth and positive role models) 

• Strengthen schools and education and focus on drop-out prevention 
 

Emphasize Treatment and Programming 

• Emphasize early diagnosis of and intervention for youth with mental illness and drug problems 

• Individualize treatment on a case-by-case basis 

• Prioritize the mental health needs of young offenders (early assessment and identification, range 

of treatment options, continuity of care) 

• Prioritize substance abuse needs of young offenders 

• Support juvenile alternative education programs 

• Provide wrap-around treatment for youth and their families 

• Expand the provision of family counseling 
 

Provide Developmentally Appropriate Responses 

• Reduce processing time to ensure swift, meaningful consequences 

• Increase pre-court diversion options to keep youth out of court whenever possible 

• Eliminate juvenile involvement in the adult system except in extreme cases (reduce transfer to 

adult court, end prosecutorial and legislative waiver, avoid placements in adult facilities) 

• Focus on rehabilitation while holding youth accountable 

• Tailor services to address individual needs (gender, culture, language, age, etc.) 

• Provide individualized attention through effective case management 
 

Preserve the Life Chances of Juveniles 

• Uphold the confidentiality of juvenile records 

• Reevaluate the use of juvenile sex offender registries 
 

Develop Policies and Practices Based on Evidence and Practitioner Input 
 

• Involve juvenile justice professionals in policy-making (seek a range of perspectives, avoid 

allowing one group of professionals to dominate the dialogue) 

• Promote evidence-based policies and practices (avoid “feel good” programs) 

• Review and revise outdated juvenile justice statutes 

• Promote external evaluation of programs and services 

• Develop broad standards for juvenile justice that might be used nationally 
 

 


