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 Research in recent years has revealed new infor-
ma  on about adolescent development that has 
implica  ons for how society responds to juve-
niles who off end. Studies have also shed light 
on interven  ons that are eff ec  ve at preven  ng 
delinquency, as well as the drawbacks of puni-
 ve approaches. An earlier Na  onal Research 

Council report, Reforming Juvenile Jus  ce: A 
Developmental Approach, synthesized research 
on adolescent development and on the eff ects 
of jus  ce system interven  ons. The report rec-
ognized that adolescents diff er from adults in 
three important ways: 

• They are less able to regulate their own 
behavior in emo  onally charged contexts. 

• They are more sensi  ve to external infl uences 
such as the presence of peers and the immediacy 
of rewards.

• They are less able to make informed decisions 
that require considera  on of the long term. 

The report also noted that programs that aim to reduce risk factors associated with delin-
quency and violence by fostering prosocial development and by building protec  ve factors at 
the individual, family, school, and peer levels have been shown to be successful at preven  ng 
adolescent re-off ending.

A number of state, local, and tribal jurisdic  ons have taken steps to improve their juvenile 
jus  ce systems in light of this emerging research, and momentum for reform is growing. How-
ever, many more states, communi  es, and tribes need assistance and are looking for guidance 
from the federal government -- specifi cally from the Department of Jus  ce’s Offi  ce of Juvenile 
Jus  ce and Delinquency Preven  on (OJJDP), the sole federal agency charged with addressing 
juvenile delinquency. 

Implemen  ng Juvenile Jus  ce Reform: The Federal Role, a report from the Na  onal Research 
Council, iden  fi es ways OJJDP and the federal government in general can support state, local, 
and tribal eff orts and eff ec  vely facilitate reform of the juvenile jus  ce system in the United 
States. It sets forth a detailed and priori  zed strategic plan that the federal government should 
use to support a developmental approach to reform. 
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OJJDP’S ROLE: FACILITATING CHANGE
The Offi  ce of Juvenile Jus  ce and Delinquency Pre-
ven  on should use all of the tools at its disposal —
dispensing formula and block grants, providing train-
ing and technical assistance, funding demonstra  on 
programs, suppor  ng research and data collec  on, 
and dissemina  ng informa  on—to support reform 
eff orts focused on a developmentally appropriate 
juvenile jus  ce system. OJJDP should ensure that all 
stakeholders and par  cipants in the juvenile jus  ce 
system are trained appropriately and understand the 
hallmarks of a developmental approach. 

Building Internal Capacity
OJJDP will need to incorporate a developmental 
approach in all of its opera  ons. This will require 
a concerted eff ort to realign the organiza  onal 
culture with the new vision. 

To support this eff ort, OJJDP should:

• develop a staff  training curriculum based on 
the hallmarks of a developmental approach to 
juvenile jus  ce reform. A team made of OJJDP 
staff  from across the agency, with the assistance 
of external experts, should implement the train-
ing curriculum on an ongoing basis. 

• establish a be  er balance between grant moni-
toring and system reform eff orts by examining 
more effi  cient ways to monitor grants. 

Suppor  ng State and Local Reform
Leadership of reform within the states may come 
from a variety of places – grassroots ac  vists, change 
agent leaders, or policy makers. A poten  ally cri  cal 
role can be played by State Advisory Groups (SAGs). 

To facilitate reform at the state, tribal, and local 
levels, OJJDP should:

• develop and strengthen the ability of the State 
Advisory Groups to be leaders in juvenile jus-
 ce reform by suppor  ng meaningful family and 

youthful engagement, fostering partnerships, 
delivering strategic training and technical assis-
tance aimed at facilita  ng reform, and ensuring 
that SAG members and staff  are knowledge-
able about the hallmarks of a developmental 
approach to juvenile jus  ce. 

• develop a por  olio of training and technical 
assistance, properly balanced to be both strate-
gic and tac  cal, to support state, tribal, and local 
jurisdic  ons in implemen  ng a developmental 
approach to juvenile jus  ce reform.

• require all applicants for technical assistance 
or demonstra  on project grants to show how 

they would use the assistance to implement or 
strengthen a developmental approach to juve-
nile jus  ce reform.

• increase its capacity to provide training and 
technical assistance through partnerships with 
na  onal organiza  ons.

• develop, in partnership with other federal agen-
cies and the philanthropic community, a mul  -
year demonstra  on project designed to provide 
substan  al technical assistance and fi nancial 
support to selected states and locali  es to 
develop a comprehensive plan for reforming 
the state’s juvenile jus  ce system based on a 
developmental approach. 

Reducing Racial and Ethnic Dispari  es
Con  nued racial and ethnic dispari  es call into 
ques  on the fairness of the juvenile jus  ce system, 
and they reinforce social disaff ec  on and disre-
spect for law among minority youth at a devel-
opmentally sensi  ve  me. While reducing such 
dispari  es has been a focus of OJJDP for more than 
a decade, to make be  er progress, OJJDP should 
establish new approaches for reducing racial and 
ethnic dispari  es across the juvenile jus  ce sys-
tem, including new data collec  on, research, dem-
onstra  on grants, and training. The offi  ce should 
develop new guidelines that require each juris-
dic  on to iden  fy specifi c decision points where 
dispari  es emerge or are magnifi ed, assess the 
reasons for those dispari  es, develop a plan for 
modifying the policy or prac  ce that appears to be 
producing the dispari  es, evaluate the outcomes 
of the plan, report on the outcomes, and revise 
and improve the plan if necessary. OJJDP should 
also assist states with these new requirements and 
strengthen the role of the State Advisory Groups 
for monitoring the new guidelines. 

Crea  ng Strategic Partnerships
Developing strategic partnerships will be cri  cal 
for achieving reform of the juvenile jus  ce system. 
These partnerships should help OJJDP implement 
ac  on items such as developing and execu  ng a 
training curriculum, designing a demonstra  on 
grant program, and iden  fying strategic oppor-
tuni  es to support innova  ve reform. 

To achieve these goals, OJJDP should:

• ini  ate and support collabora  ve partnerships 
at the federal, state, local, and tribal level and 
use them strategically to advance the goal of 
a developmentally appropriate juvenile jus  ce 
system. 
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• establish and convene, on an ongoing basis, 
a Family Advisory Group to the Coordina  ng 
Council on Juvenile Jus  ce and Delinquency 
Preven  on, composed of youth and families 
whose lives have been impacted by the juvenile 
jus  ce system. 

• use the Coordina  ng Council on Juvenile Jus  ce 
and Delinquency Preven  on to implement key 
components of reform through interagency, 
intergovernmental (federal-state-local partner-
ing), and public-private partnering ac  vi  es 
with specifi c measurable objec  ves. 

• work with federal agencies and with the 
Coordina  ng Council on Juvenile Jus  ce and 
Delinquency Preven  on to blend or leverage 
available federal funds to support OJJDP dem-
onstra  on projects and to provide guidance to 
eligible grantees on leveraging federal funding 
at the state or local level. 

Building the Sta  s  cal Founda  on to Assess Reform
Currently, many jurisdic  ons develop their own 
informa  on management systems, making gen-
eralizable knowledge and collabora  ve problem-

Hallmarks of a Developmental Approach to Juvenile Justice
A developmental approach to juvenile jus  ce means embracing policies and prac  ces at every decision 
point that are informed by and compa  ble with evolving knowledge about adolescent development and 
with research evidence on the eff ects of juvenile jus  ce interven  ons. The report iden  fi es seven hallmarks 
of a developmental approach to juvenile jus  ce that can serve as a template to guide system reform.

Accountability without criminaliza  on: Adolescents need opportuni  es to accept responsibility for their 
ac  ons and, where appropriate, to make amends to aff ected individuals and communi  es. However, given 
that adolescence is a transient period, when youth are involved in the jus  ce system, measures should be 
taken to fully preserve the youth’s opportuni  es for successful integra  on into adult life. 

Alterna  ves to jus  ce system involvement: Interven  ons that aim to prevent re-off ending o  en are more 
eff ec  ve if services needed by adolescents are provided within the community and not through the jus  ce 
system, as long as accountability is also achieved when appropriate. Well-designed community-based 
programs are more likely than ins  tu  onal confi nement to facilitate healthy development and reduce 
recidivism for the majority of youth who come to the a  en  on of the juvenile jus  ce system.

Individualized response based on assessment of needs and risks: Individualized assessment of the treat-
ment and interven  on needs of the adolescent, as well as the risk of subsequent off ending, helps to match 
needs appropriately to levels of supervision and services.

Confi nement only when necessary for public safety: Even when youth are adjudicated as delinquent, 
alterna  ves to confi nement o  en serve the goals of the system. This does not mean that all services need 
to be provided outside of residen  al placement, which is necessary for some adolescents from a public 
safety perspec  ve. Studies have shown, however, that confi nement of juveniles beyond the minimum 
amount needed to deliver intensive services eff ec  vely is not only wasteful economically but also poten-
 ally harmful, and it may impede prosocial development. 

A genuine commitment to fairness: Trea  ng youth fairly and ensuring that they perceive that they have 
been treated fairly and with dignity contribute to several important features of prosocial development, 
including moral development, belief in the legi  macy of the law, and the legal socializa  on process generally. 

Sensi  vity to disparate treatment: As percep  ons of unfairness have been corrosive to minori  es, their 
families, and communi  es, jurisdic  ons’ eff orts to reduce racial/ethnic dispari  es are extremely important 
and can ameliorate the eff ects of disadvantage and discrimina  on by reducing unnecessary involvement 
with and confi nement in the jus  ce system.

Family engagement: A posi  ve family experience is a central feature of posi  ve youth development, even 
for system-involved youth. The juvenile jus  ce system has the opportunity and responsibility to encourage 
family involvement whenever possible, including interac  ons with law enforcement, court proceedings, 
service delivery, interven  on, and re-integra  on, in order to produce successful outcomes and to reduce 
re-off ending.



4 October 2014Implementing Juvenile Justice Reform

COMMITTEE ON A PRIORITIZED PLAN TO IMPLEMENT A DEVELOPMENTAL APPROACH 
IN JUVENILE JUSTICE REFORM
RICHARD J. BONNIE (Chair), Ins  tute of Law, Psychiatry and Public Policy, University of Virginia; SAM J. 
ABED, Maryland Department of Juvenile Services; GRACE BAUER, Jus  ce for Families; KEVIN J. BETHEL, 
Patrol Opera  ons, Philadelphia Police Department; SANDRA GRAHAM, University of California Los 
Angeles, Graduate School of Educa  on & Informa  on Studies; THE HONORABLE MAXWELL GRIFFIN, JR., 
Cook County Juvenile Court, Child Protec  on Division; PATRICIA LEE, San Francisco Offi  ce of the Public 
Defender, Juvenile Unit; EDWARD P. MULVEY, Department of Psychiatry, University of Pi  sburgh; ALEX 
R. PIQUERO, EPPS University of Texas at Dallas, Program in Criminology, School of Economic, Poli  cal 
and Policy Sciences; VINCENT SCHIRALDI, New York City Mayor’s Offi  ce of Criminal Jus  ce; CHERIE 
TOWNSEND, Consultant, Idabel, Oklahoma; JOHN A. TUELL, Robert F. Kennedy Na  onal Resource Center 
for Juvenile Jus  ce, Robert F. Kennedy Children’s Ac  on Corps; ARLENE F. LEE, Board Director; DANIEL E.J. 
TALMAGE, JR., Study Director; JULIE ANNE SCHUCK, Senior Program Associate; EMILY BACKES, Research 
Associate; LETICIA GARCILAZO GREEN, Program Assistant (as of July 2014)

solving diffi  cult. To promote consistency across data systems, OJJDP should work with partners and  
jurisdic  ons to:

• provide model formats for system structure, standards, and common defi ni  ons of data elements. 
OJJDP should also provide consulta  on on data systems and opportuni  es for sharing informa  on 
across jurisdic  ons.

• focus research eff orts toward specifi c projects related to a developmental perspec  ve on juvenile 
jus  ce, capitalizing on an integra  on of its research and program eff orts. 

SUPPORT FROM FEDERAL POLICYMAKERS
Reform of the na  on’s juvenile jus  ce system grounded in advancing knowledge about adolescent 
development is a widely supported goal, crossing the usual lines of poli  cal disagreement. Implement-
ing Juvenile Jus  ce Reform: The Federal Role sets forth a detailed and priori  zed strategic plan for the 
federal government to support and facilitate developmentally oriented juvenile jus  ce reform. 

Adequate funding is necessary to hire and retain well-qualifi ed staff  and to provide adequate assistance 
to the jurisdic  ons. But OJJDP’s funding has declined by half in current dollars since 2010, and its discre-
 on in using its funding has been sharply compromised. 

For OJJDP to succeed in redefi ning itself as an agent for juvenile jus  ce reform, it will require support for 
the change from its parent agencies within the Department of Jus  ce; the resources needed to carry out 
this change; and the ability to mobilize its staff . Federal policymakers should demonstrate support for 
a developmental approach to juvenile jus  ce and delinquency preven  on and bolster OJJDP’s capacity 
to lead and facilitate system reform. The Department of Jus  ce should authorize, publicly support, and 
ac  vely partner with OJJDP to provide federal support for developmentally oriented juvenile jus  ce 
reform in states, locali  es, and tribal jurisdic  ons. 

By carrying out the recommenda  ons in this report, the federal government will both reaffi  rm and 
advance the promise of the Juvenile Jus  ce and Delinquency Preven  on Act.

For More Informa  on . . . This brief was prepared by the Com-
mi  ee on Law and Jus  ce based on the report Implemen  ng 
Juvenile Jus  ce Reform: The Federal Role (Na  onal Research 
Council, 2014). The study was sponsored by the U.S. Department 
of Jus  ce, the Annie E. Casey Founda  on, and the John D. and 
Catherine T. MacArthur Founda  on. Any opinions, fi ndings, con-
clusions, or recommenda  ons expressed in this publica  on are 
those of the authors and do not necessarily refl ect those of the 
sponsors. Copies of the report are available from the Na  onal 
Academies Press, (800) 624-6242 or http://www.nap.edu, or 
by visi  ng the CLAJ website at http://sites.nationalacademies.
org/DBASSE/CLAJ/index.htm
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