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I. Introduction
This paper is the third in a series of reports on the status of youth courts in the United States. It, like the 
two proceeding reports, was funded by the Offi ce of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) of 
the United States Department of Justice. Youth court is also called teen court, peer jury, student court, etc. 
It is intended to be an alternative to the traditional juvenile justice system and school disciplinary proceed-
ings. It is designed to empower youth and communities to take an active role in addressing the early stages 
of youth delinquency. There are currently more than 1250 youth courts functioning within the United States. 
They are located in 49 states and in the District of Columbia. 

The fi rst report, published in 2002, was based upon the fi ndings from a study conducted by the Urban 
Institute. That report included a survey of youth courts and an in-depth analysis of programs in four states. 
It concluded that youth courts represent a cost effective “promising alternative for the juvenile justice 
system” … above all in “jurisdictions that do not, or cannot, provide meaningful sanctions and services for 
these offenders” (Butts, Buck, & Coggeshall, 2002). 

The second report was published in 2005 by the American Youth Policy Forum (AYPF). This research also 
included a national study and found that, in the United States, youth courts are serving an estimated 110,000 
to 125,000 youth offenders each year and offer hands-on leadership and citizenship training for more than 
100,000 youth volunteers. Youth courts divert about 9% of the juvenile arrests that would otherwise have to 
be handled by the traditional, overburdened, juvenile system and they accomplish all of this on an average 
budget of less than $50,000. In addition, the AYPF analysis suggested that youth courts provide benefi ts 
that extend beyond the youth offender, to their families, the youth volunteers, and to the community. 

The program ensures that youth offenders assume responsibility for, and deal with the consequences of their 
acts. Youth courts offer youth a safe place to serve and learn, and opportunities to develop pro-social lead-
ership skills. They provide youth offenders and volunteers with foundations for competent and responsible 
citizenship, and help families and communities to assume responsibility for their young people’s behavior 
while creating a network of support (in other words, building social capital) (Pearson & Jurich, 2005). 

The AYPF report did, however, question the viability of youth courts if “sustainable” and simplifi ed funding 
is not secured and if best practices are not followed. In addition, programs also must have professional 
development and technical assistance resources to promote high quality, successful programs (Pearson & 
Jurich, 2005).

This report is an attempt to add to our knowledge of youth courts by looking at questions concerning their 
operation; the extent of volunteer activity; how they function as they mature; and the amount and types of 
resources they employ. This report is based on a national survey of youth courts that includes ten (10) 
questions focused on program outcomes and six (6) operational and administrative questions. From these 
questions, the OJJDP can provide policy makers and court practitioners with guidance on how to build and 
sustain an organizational structure that allows youth courts to successfully fulfi ll their mission of preventing 
young offenders from repeating antisocial behaviors, while relying on volunteers and even ex-offenders, to 
be part of the process.
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II. Youth in the Juvenile Justice System
Youth crime is a major problem. According to the U.S. Department of Justice, in 2004, law enforcement 
agencies in the United States made an estimated 2.2 million arrests of persons under age 18. In that year, 
juveniles accounted for 16% of all arrests and 16% of all violent crime arrests. The substantial growth in 
juvenile violent crime arrests that began in the late 1980s peaked in 1994 and has been dropping ever since. 
As a result, the juvenile Violent Crime Index arrest rate for 2004 was at its lowest level since, at least, 1980 
and from its peak, in 1993. The rate of juvenile arrests for the most serious crimes had, by 2004, fallen by 
77% (Snyder, 2006). The bad news is that juvenile crime is still a substantial problem. Data on crime in the 
United States in 2004 from the FBI’s Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) Program include the following: 

 n Courts with juvenile jurisdiction handled an estimated 1,660,700 cases.

 n Juvenile courts handled about 4,500 cases per day.

 n  The number of delinquency cases processed by the juvenile courts increased by 44% 
between 1985 and 2004.

 n  Between 1997 and 2004, the number of public order offense cases increased 16% 
and drug law violations increased 3%.

n  Compared to 1995, juvenile courts handled 78% more liquor law violation cases, 
70% more obstruction of justice cases, 48% more nonviolent sex offense cases, 
35% more disorderly conduct cases, and 23% more assault cases (Stahl, Puzzanch-
era, Livsey, Sladky, Finnegan, Tierney, & Snyder, 2007).

 n  Juveniles were involved in 12% of all violent crimes cleared in 2004—specifi cally, 
5% of murders, 12% of forcible rapes, 14% of robberies, and 12% of aggravated assaults. 

 n  Females accounted for 24% of juvenile arrests for aggravated assault and 33% of those 
for other assaults in 2004, far more than their involvement in other types of violent crimes. 

n  Between 1980 and 2004, the juvenile arrest rate for simple assault increased 106% 
for males and 290% for females. 

 n  Between 1995 and 2004, while juvenile arrests for drug abuse violations fell 8% for males, 
they increased 29% for females (Snyder, 2006).

While the study of delinquency and juvenile crime has historically focused on males, the number of females 
has increased since 1981. For violent crime, the arrest rate of young females increased more than that of 
young males (120% compared with 60%). In 1997, the young male violent arrest rate was slightly under 20% 
higher than in 1981, but the young female rate was about 90% above 1981 (Snyder and Sickmund, 1999). 

III. Cost of Juvenile Justice System
The cost-benefi t relationship in the juvenile justice system is not easy to calculate. The Urban Institute 
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attempted to outline the problems of estimating cost-benefi t in a 2005 white paper. A cost-benefi t relation-
ship is arrived at by predicting the outcome of placing a youth in the criminal justice system. If placing a 
youth in the criminal justice system leads to more certain and longer incapacitation of the juveniles who are 
most likely to commit future dangerous and expensive crimes, the net economic effect would be economi-
cally and socially positive. These positive effects, however, would be mitigated if a new population of rela-
tively low-level juvenile offenders replaced more serious juvenile offenders, in the adult system, or if some 
adult offenders are crowded out of the adult justice system due to resource constraints and an ever-growing 
number of juveniles in the criminal justice system. 

These costs would be greatest if these juveniles posed less risk to the community than the adults who are 
crowded out. The point of the system is to reduce the cost to the community of violent crimes, expensive 
property crimes, or the great number of crimes perpetrated by certain offenders. The question is: From a 
cost-benefi t standpoint, how best can the system predict future behaviors and accomplish effective rehabili-
tation among offenders most likely to commit future “high cost” crimes (Roman & Butts, 2005)?

While a cost benefi t analysis is diffi cult to accomplish, it is easy to conclude that the cost of the juvenile 
justice system is very high and steadily increasing. While incarceration costs vary between different facili-
ties and states, all are expensive. The average amount of money it takes to incarcerate a youth for one year 
is $43,000. This comes to roughly $117 per day. High-end programs cost about $64,000 per year ($175 
per day) and low-end programs cost about $23,000 ($63 per day) with much of the money spent on medical 
care, supervision, and operating costs (Legislative Analyst Offi ce, 2007).

Given the expense and problems associated with the current juvenile criminal justice system many alterna-
tives are being considered. Any reasonable policy decision, therefore, needs to consider how effective the 
alternative is in terms of dollars spent and the future behaviors of offenders.

IV. Philosophy/Framework and Goals of Youth Courts
Youth courts offer an alternative to the traditional, overburdened juvenile justice system and they encourage 
and empower youth to take an active role in addressing the early stages of youth delinquency. They provide 
communities with an opportunity to ensure immediate consequences to fi rst-time youth offenders and allow 
the offender to take responsibility, be held accountable, and make restitution for violating the law. In addi-
tion, youth courts offer youths, who are not part of the criminal justice system, a chance to participate in 
the decision-making process for stopping juvenile delinquency and improving the juvenile justice system 
(Pearson & Jurich, 2005).

Typically, youth court offenders are between 11 and 17 years of age, and are usually fi rst-time offenders who 
are charged with misdemeanor or status offenses. Typical youth court offenses included: theft, vandalism, 
disorderly conduct, assault, and possession of marijuana. In addition, juveniles have commonly been brought 
to a youth court for school disciplinary issues, under-age drinking, and tobacco possession. Some programs 
serve repeat offenders and sometimes they hear non-violent felony cases (Pearson & Jurich, 2005). 
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While youth court proceedings and sentencing is typically similar to that of a regular juvenile court, youth vol-
unteers (under adult supervision) act as clerks, bailiffs, prosecutors, defenders, jury, and sometimes judges. 
The waiting-period between when a youth is charged with an offense to the time the case is heard varies 
from two to four weeks; most hearings last less than one hour, and sentences (usually essays, apologies to 
victims, workshops, or community service) are normally completed between 30 and 90 days. In addition to 
punishment, the focus of youth court proceedings and sentencing is on accountability, education, and posi-
tive development (Pearson & Jurich, 2005).

The youth court concept has been around for about 30 years, but in the last decade it has become the most 
rapidly-expanding alternative to the juvenile justice system for non-violent offenses. Youth courts have grown 
from 78 programs in 1994 to more than 1,250 in March 2006 (National Youth Court Center, 2006). By 2002, 
25 states had passed legislation for some type of youth court. Often the legislation is limited to providing 
appropriations, but at times it lists youth courts as dispositional options for formal courts and occasionally, 
youth courts are part of a more comprehensive piece of legislation (Heward, 2002).

This expansion in the number of youth courts nationwide in the last decade (1300%) has been phenomenal. 
According to Scott Peterson, of the Offi ce of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP), the United 
States Department of Justice, it is the most replicated program to combat juvenile delinquency since the 
beginning of the Offi ce of Juvenile Justice. The program’s goal is to intervene in early antisocial, delinquent, 
and criminal behaviors to reduce incidents and prevent the escalation of such behaviors.1 

Also according to Peterson, it is not the job of a youth court to determine guilt2 and youth courts do not 
(or are not supposed to) deal with psychological, sexual, or violent cases. It is the job of the youth court to 
impose a sentence that often takes the form of some type of community service. However, since the rules 
that govern each court are determined by individual states, guidelines do not universally apply.

The American Youth Policy Forum estimated in 2004 that 110,000 to 125,000 youth offenders are served 
in youth court programs each year. On average, nine percent of juvenile arrests in a jurisdiction are being 
diverted from the formal juvenile justice system to youth courts. More than 80% of the youth offenders 
have completed their sentences successfully and, in many programs, one in fi ve youth offenders return as 
a volunteer. In addition, another 100,000 youth per year participate in the program as volunteers (Pearson 
& Jurich, 2005).

The average costs of youth court programs are estimated as $430 per youth served and $480 per youth 
successfully completing a sentence. These low operation costs are maintained through the programs’ reli-
ance on adult and youth volunteers (Pearson & Jurich, 2005).

AYPF listed other benefi ts of youth courts, including: 

 n To the juvenile justice system—Reduced court backlogs without increasing recidivism.

1
  Definition of the “program’s goal” adopted from the National Youth Court Center American Probation and Parole Association, the Office of Juvenile Justice 
and Delinquency Prevention, and the U.S. Department of Justice.

2 In 92% of courts, the offender must admit guilt before the youth court will take the case.
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 n  To youth offenders—An outlet to confront the consequences of their actions and protection 
from contact with “hard core” offenders as well as avoidance of a juvenile court record that 
may jeopardize their future.

 n  To youth offenders and volunteers—Opportunities to learn about responsible citizenship 
and law, and to develop skills in public speaking, mediation, and pro-social leadership 
through hands-on experience.

 n  To families—A chance to re-engage in a positive dialogue with their children, and to learn 
with them more about the justice system.

 n  To communities—Recovering losses due to juvenile crime and regaining confi dence and 
pride in local youth.

 n  Reduced funding and uncertainty about continuing funding were major concerns express-
ed by youth court coordinators regarding program sustainability (Pearson & Jurich, 2005).

Community service is one of the most popular sanctions administered by youth courts and other juvenile 
justice agencies. As mandated by a justice agency, community service is typically applied only to misde-
meanor offenses and requires an offender to complete work hours at organizations that provide services to 
a community, such as local non-profi ts and government agencies (e.g., parks, recreational facilities, street-
maintenance, social-service agencies, etc.). 

Community service has some interesting possibilities for offenders as well as for the public. At the very 
least, mandated community service acts as simple punishment, but it also provides juvenile offenders with 
opportunities to “give back” to those they have harmed, creating a restorative effect on the offenders, their 
victims, and the community. The end result should be behavioral change.

Social scientists have long known that the best way to change behaviors, attitudes, and values is to put 
a person you want to change into a positive situation with those you want them to emulate. If an offender 
develops a “signifi cant other” relationship with non-offenders who are doing similar work this can have a 
profound positive infl uence on everyone. If their “signifi cant other” sees them (and what they are doing) as 
productive and worthwhile, the offender will see themselves as meaningful and productive. Of course, if the 
offender is placed in a dysfunctional or problematic situation, this could lead to signifi cantly worst problems 
(Brookover & Schneider, 1975; Cooley, 1902; Mead, 1934). Incarceration of fi rst time offenders for minor 
offenses, therefore, should not be considered a fi rst choice. 

It is intended that community service also serves an educational function. The idea is that students who 
address real community needs with a service-learning project can develop critical-thinking and problem-
solving skills; gain a deeper understanding of how to promote constructive change; form meaningful working 
relationships with people outside their peer and cohort groups; develop a deeper understanding of the 
causes and effects of community problems; gain a sense of their own effectiveness; and recognize the need 
for involvement (Constitutional Rights Foundation, Chicago).
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Earlier Research
The 2002 Urban Institute evaluation estimated 100,000 as the number of youth diverted yearly to youth 
courts. AYPF estimated that, by 2004, this number had increased to as high as 110,000 to 125,000 (about 
9.2 % of juvenile arrests). Of the disposed cases, 19% were larceny-theft and 7% were vandalism, two 
offenses frequently diverted to youth courts. 

In 2004, the AYPF reported that 327 programs were participating in the youth courts serving a total of 
37,277 youth, for an average of 114 youth per program. The AYPF concluded that the backbone of youth 
courts is students between 13 and 18 years of age who are volunteers. A total of 34,097 youth volunteers 
were involved in the programs studied by in the AYPF study, for an average 99 volunteers per program. By 
projecting these results to the total population of youth courts, the AYPF believed it was possible that more 
than 100,000 youth were volunteers nationwide. These youth volunteers become involved in the program 
for different reasons, including a desire to serve the community, as part of a school civics lesson, to earn 
Scout badges, etc. In addition, former defendants also return to the programs as volunteers after success-
fully completing their sentences. Approximately 30% of the programs participating in the AYPF study reported 
that one in fi ve program graduates returned to serve as a volunteer. 

There are four general models of youth courts: adult judge, youth judge, youth tribunal, and peer jury. Fre-
quently, youth courts adopt one of the four models or a combination of them. In the AYPF study, the adult 
judge was the most frequently adopted model. This was also found by an analysis of the NYCC database, 
where 53% of the programs reported using the adult judge model (Godwin, Heward, & Spina, 2000). 

Most youth courts are held in actual courtrooms, using the environment to emphasize the seriousness of the 
proceedings. They are operated by a variety of agencies, including law enforcement, organizations within the 
justice system, other government agencies, private nonprofi t organizations, and school districts. The AYPF 
reported an expansion of the number of youth courts operated by non-juvenile justice agencies, particularly 
school-based programs, as well as the growth of programs operated by a combination of agencies (Pearson 
& Jurich, 2005). 

The AYPF study indicated that the rate of offenders who completed the peer-imposed sanction successfully 
within the previous year averaged about 89%. In addition, anecdotal evidence suggested that recidivism rates 
are quite good. While this evidence is statistically very weak, it was similar to the evidence presented by the 
Urban Institute in 2003, based on their case study comparison of teen courts and the traditional juvenile 
justice system in four states (AK, AZ, MD, and MO). The Institute reported that youth courts have signifi cantly 
lower rates of recidivism than the comparison group (Butts, Buck, & Coggeshall, 2002).

The best estimates of the dollar cost of youth court programs is that the average yearly budget for youth 
courts is about $49,000, which is a “per youth served” cost of approximately $430 and a “per youth com-
pleting sanctions” cost of $480.24. The budget for youth courts, therefore, represents a very minor portion 
of the juvenile justice budget (about $1,635.00 for a youth placed on probation and between $21,000 and 
$84,000 when an offender is placed into the criminal justice system). 
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V. Current Youth Courts Study 
Methods of Study
Youth court coordinators from more than 1,255 local youth courts, teen courts, student courts and peer 
courts in forty-nine (49) states and Washington, DC received a survey during September 20073. The primary 
purpose of this National Youth Court Data Collection Survey is to statistically compile annual outcomes of 
local youth courts. The survey included ten (10) questions focused on program outcomes and six (6) opera-
tional and administrative questions. 

Respondents were asked to indicate a calendar year (January – December) or fi scal year (e.g., July 1 – June 
30) of program operation and to report data on the following program outcomes: 

 n The number of referrals to the program

 n Number of acceptances into the program

 n Number that proceeded into the program

 n Number of youth who completed their imposed sanctions

 n Number of hours that those youths served in community service or other imposed sanctions

 n Number of youth who served as volunteers

 n Number of former offenders who served as volunteers

 n Number of hours served by all adult volunteers

In addition respondents replied to the following operational questions:

 n Demographic data (name, address, phone, email, etc.)

 n Type of court (youth, teen, peer, student, etc.)

 n Funder of program

 n Length of operation    

 n Number of paid staff

 n Annual budget

While all youth court coordinators were asked to respond to the survey, only those who had data for one 
full year were asked to answer the 10 program outcomes questions (Section One). All others were asked 
to only answer the questions related to their program’s demographics. The survey could be completed over 
the Internet or by mail.

Out of the potential 1250 respondents, 313 completed the questionnaire. Out of the 313 respondents, 
35 were ineligible to complete section one because of the one year rule. Therefore, the results we are 
reporting from section one are based upon the responses received from 278 eligible coordinators, while the 

3
 See Appendix A for a copy of the questionnaire.
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results from the demographic questions (section two) are from all 313 completed questionnaires. The small 
return rate may appear to be a problem and, indeed, we would have been happier with more responses. 
However, this response rate was not unexpected nor is it without precedence. Most youth courts are very 
small operations with a very small staff and busy schedules. Keeping and analyzing data has not been a top 
priority for many coordinators and, therefore, answering the questions may have proven diffi cult. In addition, 
the earlier research on youth courts (Pearson & Jurich, 2005) had a similar response rate.4 

This response rate does not stop us from learning quite a bit about the progress of youth court development 
across the United States and even from cautiously inferring our results to youth courts, in general (Corn-
fi eld, J, & Tukey, 1956). To help in the inference process, we checked the characteristics of our respondents 
against those who had not responded and by the state where they are located. We received responses from 
40 of the 49 States that have youth court programs. Those states that are missing from our data all have 
very few courts (e.g., Alabama [5], Delaware [3], Hawaii [3], Maine [3], Montana [4], Nebraska [4], Rhode 
Island [1], Virginia [3], and Wyoming [3]). From most other states, we had return rates of about 25% or more 
with the exception of South Carolina. (We received only one survey from the 48 youth courts in South Caro-
lina.) In addition to checking location, we checked the literature on youth courts to determine if we could fi nd 
major differences between our results and the reports from others on such issues as funding, number of 
staff, and even the number of volunteers (Pearson & Jurich, 2005; Butts, Buck, & Coggeshall, 2002). When 
we infer our fi ndings to the population of potential respondents, our numbers are consistent with Pearson 
& Jurich’s research.

Findings
As other research has already indicated, youth courts are called by many names. The most commonly used 
name is teen court (62.3%) followed by youth court (24.3%), peer court (10.7%), and student court (2.7%). 
Other names used to describe these courts are drug court, tobacco court, and restitution court.

The current analysis is an attempt to accurately describe the workload, rate of completion of cases, and the 
use of volunteers during a one-year period. We will then compare this information with the current resources 
and maturity level of youth courts. 

Workload
The average youth court has the following workload:

 n Referrals from 116.703 cases 
 n Accepted 104.634 cases
 n Of the accepted cases, 100.782 advanced in the program
 n Of the cases that proceeded, 87.908 youth completed their sentence
 n For an individual court, approximately 1734.771 hours of community service

4  Researchers in the earlier study made the decision to go back to the field, select a sample of non-respondents, and study the differences between non-

respondents and respondents. We made the decision that since this had already been done and since we had other methods of checking on the relation-

ship of respondents to non-respondents, we would not pressure coordinators to provide additional information, at this time. 
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This means that of offenders who were referred to youth courts, the average court accepted 89.6%, of which 
96.6% proceeded into the program and, of which 86.3% completed their imposed community service or other 
sentence. Put another way, of all the offenders who were referred to youth courts, 75.1% completed their 
sanctions during a one-year period. 

If we extend this fi nding to our best estimate of the youth court population, they have experienced, at a 
minimum, the following:

 n Referrals from 129,540 cases 
 n Accepted cases totaled 116,144 
 n Of accepted cases 111,868 proceeded in the program
 n Of the cases that proceeded 97,578 youth completed their sentence
 n The youth who completed their sentence served a total of 1,925,596 hours of community service
 n  At the current minimum wage ($5.85 per hour), youth courts generate about $11,264,735 in restitu-

tion through community service.

Volunteers
The average youth court used 120.57 teen and adult volunteers during the year of the reported data. The 
following is a breakdown of volunteers at the average youth court:

 n 14.885 are adults
 n 105.685 are teens
 n 18.56 of teen volunteers are former offenders

Thus, the average youth court used 120.57 volunteers and totaled 360.498 volunteer hours from adults 
and 1700.346 hours from teens.

Extending this to our best estimate of the population – youth courts have used at least 133,832 volunteers 
(16,522 adults and 117,310 teens). This estimate includes at least 20,416 former teen offenders

Maturity Level of Courts
Most youth courts are reaching a fairly high level of experience. The following is the experience level of local 
youth courts:

 n 7% have less than 2 years of experience
 n 16.33% have 2 – 5 years of experience
 n 35% have 6 – 10 years of experience
 n 33.3 % have 11- 15 years of experience
 n 4.33% have 16 – 20 years of experience
 n 3.67 % have more than 20 years of experience

Therefore, 76.30% of youth courts have been in business for more than six years. This is certainly enough 
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time to begin to establish practices that work and to begin to make changes to practices that are not 
effective.

Budgets for Courts
While experience levels are growing, budget levels are not. The following are the yearly operational budget 
levels of youth courts:

 n 30.67% are operating on less than $10,000 
 n 15.67% are operating on $10,000 - $20,000
 n 6.33% are operating on $20,000 – $30,000
 n 6.67% are operating on $30,000 - $40,000
 n 9.00% are operating on $40,000 - $50,000
 n 6.33% are operating on $50,000 - $60,000
 n 4.67% are operating on $60,000 - $70,000
 n 3.67% are operating on $70,000 - $80,000
 n 2.33% are operating on $80,000 - $90,000
 n 2.22% are operating on $90,000 - $100,000
 n 12.33% are operating on over $100,000

This means that most youth courts have very limited funds. It also means that the number of staff must be 
very limited. The mean number of full-time staff per court is 1.06 and the mean number of part-time staff 
is 1.28.

Statistical Analysis
While the previous fi ndings describe the workload, and the experience and resources of youth courts, they 
do not describe the relationship between these variables. To this end, we performed several statistical 
analyses. We ran a correlation matrix on all of the interval data5 and found that almost all of the survey 
items have a highly signifi cant positive statistical relationship. We were particularly interested in two items: 
(1) the number of imposed sanctions that were completed and (2) the number of youth who are recruited 
as volunteers. For the completed sanctions question, we expected to fi nd a very high relationship to the 
number of referrals and acceptances and this was, in fact, what we found. We also found that there is a 
very high positive relationship between sanctions completed, total hours served, the budget of the court, 
and the number of full-time staff. This might be the result of more resources (especially more time staff can 
devote to follow up activities) that ensure sentence completion. Given our fi ndings on fi nancial limitations and 
their potential impact on staffi ng youth courts, it will be diffi cult for sanction completions to be maintained 
if referrals increase.

The highest correlates for total number of teen volunteers are the presence of adult volunteers and the pres-
ence of former offenders in the program. This gives the impression that some courts place their emphasis on 

 5
 See Appendix B. 
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teen, adult, and former offender service mandates and somewhat less on the referral, acceptance, and sanc-
tions process. This might also be the result of budget considerations. We will leave this for future study. 

We did fi nd a signifi cant chi square relationship (p=.0047) between the budget categories and program lon-
gevity. To better understand how this might be operating, we looked to see if there is a relationship between 
funding source and years of operation. Respondents were asked about their funding source(s) and provided 
fi ve alternatives. These were:

 n Juvenile/criminal court system
 n Local or state government
 n Individual or corporate sponsors
 n Education
 n Other 

We found (again using chi-square analysis) that funding from the Juvenile/Criminal Court System, Educa-
tion, and “Other” sources did not have a signifi cant relationship with years of operation, but that funding 
by both local/state government (p=.0001) and individual/corporate sources (p=.0010) are signifi cantly 
related to years of operation. Both these funding sources tend to fund projects that are more mature
and both give much of their funding (39.69% and 46.38%) to programs that have been in existence between 
11 - 15 years.

Most youth courts have funding from a single source, but many others have two, three, four, and even 
fi ve sources of funding. Of the 300 programs from which we have data, 177 (59%) are funded by a single 
source. Of those 72 (40.68%) are funded at below $10,000 per year and 126 (76.2%) are funded at below 
$50,000. Of the 122 programs that have multiple funding 53 (43%) are funded at above $50,000 and 30 
(26%) receive over $80,000 per year. This means that program coordinators must often spend much of their 
time seeking funding, which leaves less time for volunteer recruitment or the referral, acceptance, sanctions 
process. This may particularly be the case for the 21 (7%) cases who receive less than $20,000 total from 
four or fi ve different sources.

Where one gets their funds also makes a difference when it comes to certain operational outcomes. Perhaps 
the most striking of these outcomes is the ability to attract youth volunteers. In the programs that were not 
funded by an education agency, the average number of teen volunteers was 88, but in the 32 (7%) that are 
funded by an education agency, they had an average of 219. 

What we know from this study 
Prior research on youth courts has found its potential to help solve major issues related to juvenile justice 
to be great while its cost have proven to be very modest. The current study agrees with this conclusion. The 
following are major fi ndings with commentary:

 n Youth courts are having a major impact on the juvenile justice system. (Referrals from 116,703 cases)

 n  Youth courts can no longer be considered to be immature agencies. (76.30% of youth courts have 
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been in business for more than 6 years)

 n  Youth courts may have great variability in what they are called and, to some extent in their behaviors, 
but there are more similarities than differences when it comes to processing cases, bringing them 
through the system, imposing sanctions, and following the sanctions through to their completion 
(p=<.0001).

 n Most youth courts exist on very small budgets (68.3% below $50,000).

 n Youth courts have a great deal of trouble being fi nancially viable with only one source of funding.

 n  Who funds the youth court seems to have a great deal of infl uence on the priorities of the court. (In 
the programs that were not funded by an education agency, the average number of teen volunteers 
was 88, but in the 32 (7%) that are funded by an education agency, they had an average of 219). 

 n Youth courts have very small numbers of employees. (1.06 full time and 1.28 part time)

 n  Youth courts have been very successful at the recruitment of teen and adult volunteers. (Youth courts 
have used, at least, 133,832 volunteers (16,522 adults and 117,310 teens)

 n Approximately 97,600 youth completed their service within one year of their sentence.

 n Youth who completed their sentence served a total of 1,734,771 hours of community service.

 n  At the current minimum wage ($5.85 per hour) youth courts generate about $11,264,735 in restitu-
tion through community service.

VI. Issues of this Study
The current research has the following issues:

 n  The response to the questionnaire is very low; eliminating all fi rst year programs further decreased 
the response rate. Future research might consider accepting data from newer courts. They can 
always be eliminated after the fact, but having the data could tell us a lot about growth and matura-
tion patterns. 

 n  We would have been much better off using a sample rather than attempting to get the population. 
A sample would have given us a much better representation of reality for use with inferential statis-
tics. On the other hand, someone should be regularly gathering and analyzing the demographic and 
organizational data (from all courts) as a matter of public responsibility. 

 n  It is not clear if the questions that were asked are those that coordinators need to build their indi-
vidual youth courts. All of the current questions clustered around three major themes: 1) fl ow of 
activity, 2) volunteers, and 3) demographics of the organization. No questions were asked about 
recidivism, race, staff turnover, or use of the youth court guidelines.
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 n  The questions asking about the volunteers did not get to the issue of volunteer turnover and recruit-
ment. We know that some courts are doing something, but we do not know why and what they are 
doing about their continual need to recruit volunteers, the training of these volunteers, and the char-
acteristics of those who are successful.
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VII. Issues of Youth Courts

A. Recidivism 
The question of recidivism remains unanswered. The current report was not mandated to study recidi-
vism and it does not attempt to look at how many youth court offenders become habitual juvenile or adult 
criminals. This question is not easy to answer. First, youth courts do not have the resources to follow-up 
on individual cases with the regularity it would take to answer the question. Second, even if the resources 
were available, most youth courts have not been around long enough to know what took place in the lives 
of offenders for a prolong period of time after their sentences are fi nished. Third, since youth courts tend to 
deal with fi rst time offenders, and with relatively minor crimes, we may be comparing “apples with oranges” 
in comparing recidivism rates with the normal juvenile justice system. In addition, those studies that have 
been performed tend to be more anecdotal than scientifi c. 

A review of the recidivism literature by the Juvenile Justice Bulletin in October 2000 (Butts & Buck, 2002) 
found that only three published studies used reasonably appropriate comparison groups to measure the 
possible effects of youth courts on recidivism, and they had mixed results. One of these studies (Hissong, 
1991) suggested that teen court participants were signifi cantly less likely to reoffend than the comparison 
group (24 percent versus 36 percent); a second study (Seyfrit, Reichel, & and Stutts, 1987) found that the 
comparison group did better after seven months (20 percent of youth court participants had reoffended, 
compared with just 9 percent of the comparison group); and the third study (Seyfrit, Reichel, & and Stutts, 
1987) found that, while recidivism rates were very close, the nod went to the youth court offenders (12 
percent of the comparison group recidivated and 10 percent of the youth court defendants). The last two 
studies were not statistically signifi cant.

What is most interesting in the research on youth courts and recidivism is the large variation found between 
youth courts. Research has reported that some youth courts have very low rates of re-offending, from 3 to 
8 percent within 6 to 12 months of their appearance (Butler-Mejia, 1998); McNeece, Falconer, Bryant, & 
Shade, 1996), however, other studies found recidivism rates in excess of 20 or 30 percent (Hissong, 1991; 
Minor, Wells, Soderstrom, Bingham, & D., 1999). Since most youth courts do behave very independently, 
future research should take a close look at what is going on in different courts that may predict different 
outcomes. From this research, policymakers can create and alter programs to achieve best practices that 
are results-based. 

B. Cost  
While the current report did look at cost, it did not look at the best ways to spend money or how much money 
is really needed to do the job. Perhaps it is good enough to say that cost and cost/benefi t are diffi cult to 
calculate and impossible without reasonably good recidivism data; that all indications are that youth courts 
(because of volunteers and extremely small numbers of staff) have been quite inexpensive; and while recidi-
vism may be no better than other parts of the juvenile justice system, it is (probably) no worst. Doing at least 
a comparable job with much less money should make youth court a very strong contender for program of the 
year. It is important to note, however, that we do not know what youth courts will cost in the future. This is 
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particularly the case if programs grow beyond the ability of employing only one or two paid staff or if staff 
decides to leave for better pay and conditions.

C. Race
The current report did not study the relationship between youth courts and the race of offenders. Research 
has discovered that racial disparity in juvenile offenses is declining. In the late 1980s, the black juvenile 
violent crime arrest rate was six times the white rate, but by 2003, it had fallen to four times the white rate. 
During the same period, the black juvenile arrest rate for drug abuse violations fell from fi ve times to less 
than double the white rate. While this is good news that the gap is closing, it has not yet closed and it con-
tinues to be a major cause of concern. The OJJDP looked at this question in 2006 and concluded that, for 
young people under 18, blacks and males have consistently higher arrest rates than whites and females for 
both violent crimes and property crimes (Juvenile Offenders and Victims: 2006 National Report).

In 2001, a panel of the National Academy of Science studied this issue and found the following:

 n Black juveniles are disproportionately arrested in comparison to their proportion of the population. 

 n  There are major disparities in the extent of involvement of minority youth, particularly black youth, 
compared with white youth in the juvenile justice system. 

 n  There are questions about fundamental fairness and equality of treatment of these youth by the 
police, courts, and other personnel connected with the juvenile justice system, which may have sub-
stantial consequences for subsequent development and prospects for the future.

 n  The disproportional confi nement of minorities has been recognized as a problem by the federal gov-
ernment, which required states to assess the level of confi nement of minority juveniles and to imple-
ment strategies to reduce disproportionate minority representation where it was found to exist.

 n  The Offi ce of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention created the Disproportionate Minority Con-
fi nement initiative and funded pilot projects that focus on all aspects of the juvenile justice system 
rather than only on confi nement (Devine et al., 1998).

 n  Some researchers and commentators focused on racially disproportionate offending behavior pat-
terns as the primary cause of racial disparity, whereas others have highlighted the persistence of 
biases in the juvenile justice system. The problem with the “behavior versus justice system” debate 
is that it creates a false dichotomy and the suggestion that these can be viewed as alternatives rather 
than as a complex processes that feed into one another (National Research Council and Institute of 
Medicine, 2001).

All of the research agrees that the disproportionate numbers of black males in the juvenile justice system 
is a problem. There is little agreement on how and why they got into the system and how to fi x this compli-
cated issue. For the purposes of the current analysis we do not know if youth courts can be an important 
tool in overcoming this issue. No one has undertaken a systematic peer-reviewed analysis of the relation-
ship between race and youth courts, so we do not know if youth courts can be used as an early intervention 
strategy to overcome the legal spiral that so many black male youth encounter. Currently, we do not have 
adequate evidence to answer the following questions:
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 n  Is the percentage of black male youth who are in youth courts disproportionally high, disproportion-
ally low, or at the same level as the more traditional juvenile justice system? 

 n Is youth court an effective tool in confronting the issues related to black male offenders?

 n  Is youth court an effective tool in involving black youth, and especially black male youth, who are not 
offenders in shaping their future behaviors? 

Any future research and programmatic activity related to youth court should give serious consideration to 
answering these questions.

D. Guidelines 
This study did not look at the issue of guidelines. In 2000, the OJJDP, along with the U.S. Department of 
Transportation: National Highway Traffi c Administration and the U.S. Department of Education: Offi ce of 
Elementary and Secondary Education, published the National Youth Court Guidelines. Guidelines were devel-
oped for nine program areas:

 n Program planning and community mobilization
 n Program staffi ng and funding
 n Legal issues
 n Identifi ed respondent population and referral process
 n Program services and sentencing options
 n Volunteer recruitment and management
 n Volunteer training
 n Youth court operations and case management
 n Program evaluation

The purpose of these guidelines is to help create, evaluate, and set a standard of youth court programs and 
practices. The guidelines were developed by, fi eld-based persons, with the intention that they be useful and 
meaningful while not prescriptive. The published guidelines in the nine areas seem complete and useful, but 
currently there has not been any reported research on the use and success of the guidelines. 

E. Quality Effective Organizations
This study did not look at the organizational effectiveness of youth courts. There is a great deal of literature 
on the building of quality organizations. Some of this literature is refl ected in the guidelines published by 
OJJDP, but mostly it has been ignored by youth courts. As the number and size of youth courts grow, it will 
be more important than ever that the most effective organizational practices be understood, practiced, and 
evaluated.

F. Staying Power for Staff
This study did not look at the ability of youth courts to retain and replace staff. As the size and number 
of youth courts increase and their work load grows, it will be more diffi cult to keep, replace, or train staff. 
Research should take a close look at all of these activities. 
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G. Volunteerism
The current project did look at volunteer activity in youth courts, but it did not look at who volunteers, why they 
volunteer, and what would make them choose youth courts when they have literally thousands of alternatives. 
As the numbers of courts grow, they will have more diffi culty fi nding a suffi cient number of replacements for 
those who move on to other activities. If youth courts are going to maintain a steady stream of high quality 
volunteers they must enter into arrangements with institutions that can supply them. The institution that has 
the most potential would seem to be education. We learned in this study that when an educational agency 
funds a youth court, the average number of teen volunteers goes from 88 to 219. Clearly, there is a lot of 
potential in strengthening the relationship with schools, but there has not been suffi cient research to say 
how this relationship should be structured to increase the productivity of the relationship for all parties. 

H. Relationship to School Safety
Youth courts appear to be an important way to address school safety. Research by Denise Gottfredson (Gott-
fredson, 2001) for example, suggests that strategies and programs that focus on developing and maintaining 
social/interpersonal skills are more effective in changing student behaviors. Such programs are also effec-
tive in preventing students from engaging in more serious kinds of disruptive behaviors. Therefore, youth 
courts should be perused as one of many school safety strategies. 
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VIII. Potential Value of Youth Courts

Cost
While a cost benefi t analysis is diffi cult to accomplish, it is easy to conclude that the cost of the juvenile 
justice system is very high and steadily increasing. While incarceration costs vary between different facilities 
and states, all are experiencing high costs. The average amount of money it takes to incarcerate a youth for 
one year is estimated to be $43,000. This comes to roughly $117 per day. High-end programs cost about 
$64,000 per year ($175 per day) and low-end programs cost about $23,000 ($63 per day) with much of 
the money spent on medical care, supervision, and operating costs. Even when an offender is placed on 
probation, the average cost, within the traditional court system, is about $1,635.00. The best estimates of 
the dollar cost of youth court programs is that the average yearly budget for youth courts is about $49,000, 
which is a “per youth served” cost of approximately $430 and a “per youth completing sanctions” cost of 
$480.24. This means that the average youth court carries out its mission at about a quarter of the cost of 
a traditional juvenile court. The cost of operation for an entire youth court for an entire year might equal one 
traditional juvenile court case. The value of this savings, of course, depends upon what future research tells 
us about recidivism rates of youth court offenders. If future research fi nds that recidivism rates for youth 
courts are better or the same as those in the traditional juvenile justice system (when dealing with fi rst time, 
non-violent offenders) the cost difference should be obvious to policymakers. If we fi nd that recidivism rates 
are higher, we will, of course, have to rethink the youth court experience.

Value Added to Juvenile Justice System
At the very least, youth courts accepted 116,144 cases in the last year. If these cases had gone to the tra-
ditional juvenile justice system, the cost of their trial and punishment would have clogged courts’ dockets 
and carried a very expensive price tag. This is a well-known phenomenon and it is one likely reason that the 
traditional court system attempts to send about 130,000 cases to youth court each year. This represents 
nine percent of juvenile arrests in a jurisdiction being diverted from the formal juvenile justice system to 
youth courts. In addition, the youth court reliance on community service, rather than incarceration, does 
provide a fi nancial benefi t to a locality, rather than the large cost of housing, feeding, and caring for incarcer-
ated offenders. 

Value to Individual Offender
Social scientists have long known that the best way to change behaviors, attitudes, and values is to put 
a person you want to change into a positive situation with those you want them to emulate. If an offender 
develops a “signifi cant other” relationship with non-offenders, who are doing similar work, this can have a 
profound positive infl uence on everyone. If their “signifi cant other” sees them (and what they are doing) as 
productive and worthwhile, the offender will see themselves as meaningful and productive. Of course, if the 
offender is placed in a dysfunctional or problematic situation, this could lead to signifi cantly worst problems. 
This is the reason that incarceration of fi rst-time offenders, for minor offenses, with “hard time” offenders 
should not be considered as a fi rst choice. 

Value to Individual Non-Offender 
Youth courts provide volunteers with opportunities to have “hands-on” experience in the legal system as 
well as to participate in a personal growth event. Schools use youth court experiences as a way to teach 
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civics and citizenship skills. Families of offenders are provided with the opportunity to re-engage in a positive 
dialogue with their children, and to learn more about the justice system with their children. In addition, the 
community-at-large is able to receive some restitution for losses as a result of juvenile crime. n
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APPENDIX A: QUESTIONNAIRE

National Survey of  Youth, Teen, Peer, and Student Courts    
Offi ce of  Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention
The Hamilton Fish Institute on School and Community Violence

August 20, 2007

Dear Program Director/Coordinator:

This survey is being mailed to more than 1,250 youth court programs. Please complete this questionnaire and 
return it in the pre-addressed envelope by September 25, 2007. Alternatively, you may fax the questionnaire 
(202-496-6244) or complete the survey on-line by simply typing the following into your browser’s address bar: 
http://www.surveymonkey.com/s.aspx?sm=iijuijUL4ioty56Hhup1lw_3d_3d

Introduction 
Before getting started, please determine the time period you will use to report data for this survey, based on the 
operation of  your program. You need to indicate whether your program operates on a calendar year (January 
– December) or fi scal year (e.g., July 1 – June 30). To complete Part I of  the survey, you must have data for at least one full 
year that has transpired by September 21, 2007. Accordingly, please indicate the calendar or fi scal year for which you 
will report data below in Part I of  this survey. (Please use this date format: m/d/yyyy). Otherwise, please check 
“Ineligible,” skip Part I, but complete Part II. Then return the questionnaire.

Beginning date:         Ending date:   

       Ineligible for Part I (Complete Part II, and return the questionnaire.)

Part I. Program Outcomes         Enter numbers here  

a. During this one-year period, how many referrals were made to your program?

b. Of  those referrals, how many did you accept?

c. Of  those you accepted, how many proceeded in your program?

d. Of  those cases that proceeded in your program, how many youth completed their sentence or 
imposed sanction(s)?



36

HFI Report Series.  Youth Courts: An Empirical Update and Analysis of Future Organizational and Research Needs

e. What was the total number of  hours that those youth served, in community service or 
otherwise, to complete their sentence or imposed sanction(s)?

f. How many youth, including former offenders, served in your program as volunteers?

g. Of  those youth volunteers, how many were former offenders?

h. What was the total number of  hours served by all youth volunteers (# in item f.) in your 
program during this one-year period?

i. ow many adults served in your program as volunteers during this one-year period?

j. What was the total number of  hours served by all adult volunteers in your program during 
this one-year period?

Part II. Program Description

a. Please complete the following items based on the most current data you have available.

(PLEASE PRINT AS LEGIBLY AS POSSIBLE.)

Coor./Director:

Program Name:

Address:

City: State: Zip:

Phone: Fax: 

Email:

b. Which do you use primarily to describe your program? (Select one.)

 o Youth Court o Teen Court o Peer Court o Student Court
 o Other (specify):

c. Who funds your program? (Select all that apply.)

 o Juvenile/ criminal justice system o Individual or corporate sponsors
 o Local or state government o Education
 o Other (specify): 

d. How long has your program operated?

 o Less than 2 years o 11 to 15 years
 o 2 to 5 years o 16 to 20 years
 o 6 to 10 years o More than 20 years

 e. How many paid staff  does your program employ?

  Full-time Part-time
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f. How large is your annual program budget?

 o Less than $10,000
 o $60,001 - $70,000
 o $10,001 - $20,000
 o $70,001 - $80,000
 o $20,001 - $30,000
 o $80,001 - $90,000
 o $30,001 - $40,000
 o $90,001 - $100,000
 o $40,001 - $50,000
 o More than $100,000
 o $50,001 - $60,000

Please return this questionnaire by September 25, 2007, by fax (202-496-6244) 
or in the pre-addressed envelope. Thank you for your cooperation! 
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Table 1 of 4

APPENDIX B: Correlation Matrix
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APPENDIX C: Methodological Note
There are approximately 1250 youth courts currently in operation in the United States. For the current 
analysis, we had 313 respondents. Since 35 had less than one year’s data, they were ineligible to answer 
the operational question. Our fi ndings on the operational conditions of youth courts, therefore, refl ect only 
responses from the 278 eligible coordinators. While we have no reason to believe that those who did not 
respond are signifi cantly different from those who responded, it is up to the reader to decide6 if the following 
information fi ts the reality that exists (Cornfi eld, J, & Tukey, 1956).

6 Cornfield-Tukey argument for inference
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