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Melissa H. Sickmund

The New Juvenile Justice Model Data Project: 

Better Information to Advance Prevention and Juvenile Justice 
System Reform

Introduction
I am the director of the National Center for Juvenile Justice, the research division 
of the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges, a private, non-profit 
judicial membership organization. The Center was established in Pittsburgh, Penn-
sylvania in 1973. The Center has three federally funded projects. The longest running 
project is the Department of Justice-funded National Juvenile Court Data Archive, 
which was awarded to us in 1975. The Archive produces national estimates of juvenile 
court case activity. The National Juvenile Justice Data Analysis Program dates back to 
1990 and developed the online “Statistical Briefing Book” and the Easy Access family 
of data analysis tools. The newest federal project is the Juvenile Justice Model Data 
Project, which is intended to improve the consistency and quality of juvenile justice 
data and the use of meaningful measures in policy and practice. 

The Center was also involved with Models for Change, a two decades’ long Juvenile 
Justice Reform Initiative, funded by the John D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Found-
ation, begun in 2003. The Center provided data support to the four states at the core 
of the effort: Pennsylvania, Illinois, Louisiana, and Washington. As part of the Models 
for Change exit strategy, the Foundation funded a series of legacy activities intended 
to sustain the momentum of Models for Change. Among these concepts was a call to 
action by the Foundation President to establish an online system for charting ongoing 
state change across fundamental juvenile justice issues. The Center developed the Ju-
venile Justice GPS (Geography, Practice and Statistics) website (JJGPS.org) designed 
to provide state policymakers and system stakeholders with the information on the 
landscape of reform in the states to use both as a platform for inspiring change and 
finding solutions that have been applied in other states.

The funding for the Center’s federal work comes from the Office of Juvenile Justice 
and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP), an agency within the United States Department 
of Justice. OJJDP envisions a nation where children are healthy, educated & free from 
violence and if they come into contact with the juvenile justice system, the contact 
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should be rare, fair, and beneficial. The agency provides national leadership, coordi-
nation, and resources to prevent and respond to juvenile delinquency and victimizati-
on. This is a challenging mission given that in the United States, there is not a single 
juvenile justice system, but rather there are 51 separate and different juvenile justice 
systems. In 41 states and the District of Columbia, the juvenile court has original ju-
risdiction over youth through age 17. In seven states, juvenile court jurisdiction only 
extends through age 16 and in two states only through age 15. 

In 20 states and the District of Columbia, juvenile probation is operated by a state-
level agency. In 10 states, juvenile of Columbia, juvenile probation is operated by a 
state-level agency. In 10 states, juvenile probation is mostly state operated, but in 20 
states, juvenile probation is locally operated, generally at the county level.
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In the United States there are more than 3,000 counties. There is a tremendous amount 
of diversity across counties. For example, in some counties, mostly in the South and 
South West, the proportion of children younger than 18 living in poverty was more 
than 35% reaching an upper limit of 65%. In other counties, the proportion of children 
living below poverty didn’t exceed 15%.
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Each state decides what juvenile justice data to collect. In some states, data collec-
tion varies by county. Most national juvenile justice statistical data collections are 
VOLUNTARY:

• Uniform Crime Reporting Program—Arrest Statistics
• National Juvenile Court Data Archive
• Census of Juveniles on Probation
• Census of Juveniles in Residential Placement
• Juvenile Residential Facility Census

States are required to report data to OJJDP on their compliance with the provisions of 
the Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act, but those data are not generally 
made public. In addition juvenile correctional facilities are required to provide data 
under the Prison Rape Elimination Act.

Key Trends Around the U.S .
In the U.S. science on adolescent brain development and the negative impacts of 
trauma on that brain development have become conventional wisdom. Several major 
decisions of the Supreme Court of the United States have cited studies on the science 
of brain development to argue that the fact that adolescents’ brains are not fully deve-
loped makes them more prone to impulsive behavior. Adolescents show less ability to 
make judgments and decisions that require future orientation. Adolescents are more 
sensitive to external influences such as peer pressure and immediate rewards. Adole-
scents are less able to regulate their own behavior in emotionally charged contexts. 

There is also growing agreement that data should inform not only individual case de-
cisions but agency management and policy reforms. The importance of data to reform 
has been evidenced repeatedly by efforts such as the Anne E. Casey Foundation’s 
Juvenile Detention Alternatives and Models for Change initiatives and the Pew Cha-
ritable Trusts’ Public Safety Performance Project. Many jurisdictions have embraced 
data-informed decisionmaking and policy development. Alongside the importance of 
data is evidence-based policy, programs, practice as the “gold standard”. There is a 
growing database of programs and practices that have been shown through rigorous 
research to be effective. Researchers developed the Standard Protocol for Evaluating 
Programs based on meta-analyses of evaluation research that identified the characte-
ristic of effective programs.

For programs and practices that have not yet been shown to be evidence-based, it is 
vitally important to gather practice-based evidence. This is the link back to the vital 
role that data plays in improving and reforming juvenile justice. Through adherence 
to continuous quality improvement practices data can be gathered to build a body of 
evidence as to the effectiveness of policies, programs, and practices.
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Another trend in terms of a shift in philosophy is the recognition that reducing sub-
sequent offending is synonymous with prevention. Crime prevention has generally been 
thought of as preventing crime from occurring in the first place. However, reducing sub-
sequent offending (recidivism) is preventing crime from happening in the second place. 
Nevertheless, crime has been prevented; a victim is spared their victimization. 

On its website, OJJDP has identified a number of studies and reports that have helped to 
inform the agency’s policy and program development. These documents articulate these 
very philosophical trends. Two reports by the National Academy of Sciences are central 
to OJJDP’s current strategy to support and encourage juvenile justice reform nationwide: 
“Reforming Juvenile Justice: A Developmental Approach” and “Implementing Juveni-
le Justice Reform: The Federal Role”. OJJDP’s Model Programs Guide is an interactive 
website designed to help the field implement evidence-based programs and practices. A 
similar website, CrimeSolutions.gov, covers adult as well as juvenile programs.

Other key trends in the U.S. include the steep declines in juvenile arrest rates. The 
overall juvenile arrest rate has dropped 65% from its peak in 1996 through 2014. Ra-
tes for many offense categories are well below the levels of the 1980s. This unprece-
dented drop in the national arrest rates for juveniles is not found in every community, 
but reductions in arrests are seen in many states, in counties throughout the country.

States are raising their age of majority or reducing the number of youth transferred to 
criminal court. This is likely related to the growing consensus that children are different 
from adults, that their brain development is not yet complete. States are reducing their 
juvenile correctional populations in favor of community-based options. The number 
of juvenile offenders in residential placement in 2014 was less than half of the peak 
number in 2000. Despite the relatively continual decline in the placement population, 
juvenile arrests continued to decline. Public safety did not suffer after policies shifted 
away from confining juvenile offenders. States are also making law and policy changes 
to try to keep minor misbehavior out of the formal juvenile justice system. 

Juvenile Justice Model Data Project Goals
Following the recommendations of the National Academy of Sciences, OJJDP develo-
ped the Juvenile Justice Model Data Project to improve consistency and quality of justi-
ce data and use of meaningful measures in policy/practice. The project will assist OJJDP 
advance juvenile justice reform efforts and ensure that youth contact with system is rare, 
fair, and beneficial. The work will also assist OJJDP inform data-informed policy/practi-
ce decisions at the federal, state, and local levels. NCJJ is identifying key data elements 
and uses of data to inform jurisdictions’ progress in achieving juvenile justice system 
reform. Project staff is working to model data elements with recommended definitions 
and coding categories, model measures and analyses to monitor trends and assess the 
efficiency and effectiveness of juvenile justice systems. A comprehensive strategy to 
disseminate and promote use of the model data elements and measures.
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The project has identified a variety of data uses, such as planning for an individual 
youth or family, looking at how programs are being used, measuring caseloads, eva-
luating practices and policies, examining trends and patterns over time, benchmar-
king and tracking intended outcomes, and Quality Assurance and Continuous Quality 
Improvement efforts. Similarly, there are a variety of data users, including, direct 
care/line staff, local agency managers, local agency administrators, local judges, sta-
te agency administrators, state legislators, and other policy¬makers. Also included 
as data users are researchers, federal agencies, federal legislators and policymakers, 
advocates, media, and, of course, the public. It is important to realize that different 
groups of users have differing data needs in terms of the level of data detail and the 
frequency at which the information is desired. Researchers, for example, desire a high 
degree of detail but generally do not need “up-to-the-minute” data; annual data typi-
cally will suffice. On the other hand, direct care program staff have a need to be able to 
access not only “up-to-the-minute” information, but they also require a high level of 
detail for much of the information they rely upon. Contrast that with the information 
needs of federal agencies or policymakers. Their data requirements are most often 
in the form of annual reporting of aggregate statistics-low frequency and low detail.

Strategies for the Juvenile Justice Model Data Project

The work of the project is taking place along several different paths. NCJJ is con-
ducting a systematic review of existing recommendations, jurisdiction reports, and 
policies regarding data, research and reporting. A second set of activities involves a 
series of in-person, small group discussions with key stakeholders in juvenile justice 
to assess their data needs and data uses. Third, the project will conduct in-depth case 
studies in three data-forward jurisdictions to understand the trajectory of their data 
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development and system evolution, the full range of their data infrastructure and data 
uses, and how they manage and improve their data systems.

Anticipated Recommendations
The project anticipates three tiers of recommendations. Tier 1 recommendations will 
focus on model measures, data elements, and recommended coding categories for 
CORE information needs. Tier 2 recommendations will include additional data ele-
ments that enhance meaningful measures and use of information. Tier 3 recommen-
dations will be related to the policies, practices, and infrastructure required to enable 
and sustain broader dissemination and use of information. 

The Juvenile Justice Model Data Project has identified 10 questions that every juveni-
le justice system should be able to answer. These 10 questions are listed below along 
with the data elements that are important to answering each. 

1. How many youth are involved in various stages of the system?
This means being able to count how many youth are: arrested or otherwise enter the 
system, diverted away from the system (at multiple points), securely detained, refer-
red to court, petitioned to court, adjudicated delinquent, ordered to probation supervi-
sion, placed in residential facilities, or handled in criminal court. 

At a national level, NCJJ produces estimates of juvenile case processing that answer 
this question. However, it is important that each of the country’s juvenile justice sys-
tems knows this information about its self.
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2. What are the key characteristics of the youth involved?

The following information about youth involved in the juvenile justice system is key to 
understanding the youth, their risks and needs. Basic demographic information includes 
date of birth, gender, and race/ethnicity. It is also important to know the youth’s residence, 
risk level, strengths & protective factors, prior involvement in the justice system, living 
situation, education status, employment status, mental health diagnosis, substance use, 
suicide risk, exposure to trauma, gang involvement, involvement with other systems, po-
verty, and any family issues. Again, NCJJ’s national case estimates provide detail on many 
(although not all) of these youth characteristics. Because the source data are collected at 
the individual level, they can be analyzed and presented in a variety of combinations. 
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3. How did the youth become system involved?
To understand the youth that come to the justice system and the system’s response to 
their offending behavior one must know their offense type (felony, misdemeanor, status, 
technical violation), offense group (person, property, drugs, public order), offense detail, 
source of referral (police, probation, family, etc.), location of offense and time-of-day 
the incident occurred, number of victims, and the youth’s relationship to victims. This 
type of information is vitally important for prevention efforts. In the U.S., the infor-
mation on the time-of-day of juvenile violent crime led to policy decisions in favor of 
afterschool programs over late night curfews, especially on school days.

4. How did the youth move through the system?

To understand how well the system is working it is important to have data on the out-
come of youth arrests; the outcome of diversion (successful completion) if diversion 
was offered; whether youth were detained; and for youth whose cases were referred to 
court for formal processing, the outcome of their referral to court; the adjudication de-
cision; the dispositions ordered; and nature of the case closure. For youth ordered to re-
sidential placement, one should know the placement type and reason for the placement, 
and the length of stay in placement. Throughout youth’s processing in the system it is 
crucial to capture the timing (accurate dates) of key decisions. Having this type of infor-
mation will allow comparisons of different groups of youth (e.g., race, gender, offense, 
or geographic groups) to gain an understanding of how the system may be handling 
youth similarly or differently—whether there are bottlenecks in the system or whether 
all groups are being treated fairly. If there are delays that occur at certain points of the 
system, one must be able to identify where the delays happen in order to address them. If 
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some groups have a greater likelihood of penetrating into the system than others, it may 
be an indication that one or more parts of the system are not operating fairly. 

5. Is the system fair?
To gauge whether the system is fair and adhering to the principles of due process one 
should have information on youth’s legal representation (at multiple points), whether 
sanctions are appropriate given youth’s risk and the harm caused, and whether there is 
racial/ethnic fairness in case decisions. Further, understanding system fairness, collecting 
information regarding whether those who come into contact with the system—victims, 
justice-involved youth, and their families—perceive that they were treated fairly. In ad-
dition, justice systems should be aware of the community’s perceptions and attitudes re-
garding the juvenile justice system. Measuring racial/ethnic disparities in case processing 
can be accomplished by comparing the processing rates for each group relative to the prior 
processing decision. In the U.S., there is disparity in the system’s handling of youth along 
racial lines, with black youth receiving harsher handling than white youth.
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6. How did the youth change while in the system?
As was noted earlier, the hope is that when youth do come in contact with the juvenile 
justice system that the experience will be beneficial to them. Thus, gathering infor-
mation regarding whether youth completed their supervision plan successfully, their 
progressing in school (attendance/grades), employment skills and/or gainful employ-
ment, pro-social skills attainment, as well as youths’ health related outcomes (mental 
health, substance use, medical issues), community service or level of civic engage-
ment, and their connections to family is helpful to the system. If the system causes 
more harm than good, as some research suggests, then not only should reform strive to 
keep youth out of the system, but reform must strive to improve the system to reduce 
its negative impact if not actually make it beneficial. Data elements such as these are 
much more difficult to obtain and are not routinely available at the national level. 

7. Does the system meet the needs of youth and families?
Other measures of system performance are dependent on knowledge of service avai-
lability and accessibility. It is not enough to know the types of service available, but 
rather one needs to know whether appropriate services are available. Are services 
matched to needs? What is the quality of the services? Are youth & families satisfied 
with the services they receive? Again, this type of information is more challenging to 
collect and is not currently available on a routine basis at the national level.

8. What was the experience of youth while in the system?
The 51 unique juvenile justice systems in the United States approach juvenile justice 
with different philosophies and purposes. Collecting data on youth’s experiences with 
various punishments and rewards, sanctions and incentives not only helps us to un-
derstand how youth experience the system, but is necessary to understand ways youth 
may change while in the system and why their long-term outcomes are what they 
are. Research has shown that things such as the presence of a caring adult in their life 
while under jurisdiction and afterwards can have a positive impact. An abundance of 
research has also shown that harsh conditions of confinement and the use of restraints, 
solitary confinement, and isolation are related to trauma and can have very deleterious 
impacts. Do most juvenile justice systems gather this type of information? Sadly, the 
answer is no. Systems might benefit from querying the youth they serve about their 
experiences and the unintended consequences of routine practices.

9. How much does it cost?
If decisionmakers are unaware of the financial costs of their decisions they do not 
have the opportunity to select less costly alternatives over more expensive ones. For 
this reason, it is vitally important that data be collected on system cost across various 
system stakeholders. For example, judges should be aware of the cost per day for 
services, detention, or placement. 
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The Juvenile justice Model Data Project is also very interested in state budgets for re-
search and planning. Often states cut funding for what are perceived as peripheral activi-
ties. However, a truly data informed system or agency will invest in research and planning 
during tight financial time in order to have information to guide cost-cutting measures. 

10. What are the long-term measures of success?
In the justice system recidivism is often the sole measure of long-term outcomes for of-
fenders. Most recidivism research is conducted on cohorts of individuals released from 
prisons or juvenile correctional facilities. There are many ways that recidivism can be 
measured and those differences can have tremendous impact on the resulting rates. 

NCJJ has instead recommended that all parts of the juvenile justice system, from 
diversion through correctional placement be included in measures of subsequent of-
fending that are well articulated so the user knows exactly how the measure has been 
calculated. So, there should be measures of subsequent offending for diversion co-
horts and probation cohorts, in addition to residential placement cohorts. There is 
growing consensus that subsequent adjudication or conviction is the preferred marker 
event. We recommend being able to distinguish those youth who return to the system 
for what are handled as technical violations of probation or parole as this is an area 
of practice that varies significantly from jurisdiction to jurisdiction. It is important to 
assess youth subsequent offending both as a juvenile and as an adult, but it is also to 
seek information regarding positive youth outcomes. These might include graduation, 
employment, marriage/family, income above poverty, and whether the individual has 
stable housing. 
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Year 2 Activities of the Juvenile justice Model Data Project
The project’s year two activities will center on developing Tier 2 and Tier 3 recom-
mendations. All recommendations will grow out of the work completed during year 
one. The project will continue to conduct guided discussions to better understand the 
major information needs, activities and decision points of system stakeholders. Staff 
will establish criteria for identifying the most critical data elements and measures and 
then develop model data elements and broadly applicable measures. Three sites will 
be selected to test strategies for adopting and implementing project recommendations. 
A parallel track of activities will be focused on developing a comprehensive dissemi-
nation strategy targeting multiple audiences including policymakers, practitioners and 
software service providers. Interim and final reports will be prepared summarizing the 
project and lessons learned.
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