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BACK TO BASICS
FOR BETTER
FUTURES:
CONNECTING RESEARCH WITH
JJDPA IMPLEMENTATION



The Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act (JJDPA) remains the cornerstone
of juvenile justice policy in the United States. It provides protections and a
foundational framework that prioritizes prevention, rehabilitation, and community
safety through developmentally appropriate, evidence-based approaches. Grounded in
adolescent brain science and affirmed by U.S. Supreme Court precedent, the JJDPA
recognizes that youth are developmentally distinct, less culpable than adults, and fully
capable of rehabilitation. The Act calls for trauma-informed, data-driven, and
community-based systems that strengthen prevention and reentry, and facilitate
long-term well-being for system involved youth. 

This foundational paper is the first in a series of Back-to-Basics white papers written
by the Coalition for Juvenile Justice (CJJ) that calls on the field, state agencies, and
youth serving organizations to align practice and policy with decades of research,
apply continuous evaluation, and advance cross-sector collaboration across education,
health, housing, labor, and justice systems to create a coordinated continuum of care
that fulfills the JJDPA’s goal of a fair and evidence informed justice system. 

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



CORE REQUIREMENTS

To receive federal funding under the Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act
(JJDPA), states and territories must comply with four core protections:
deinstitutionalization of status offenders (DSO), removal of youth from adult jails
and lockups, sight and sound separation between adult and youth in cases where
both are held in the same jail or lockup, and reduction of racial and ethnic disparities
(RED). To be in compliance with these requirements, states must: (a) refrain from
holding youth charged with non-criminal behaviors (also known as status offenses
such as truancy or curfew violations) in secure detention or correctional facilities; (b)
prohibit the detention of youth in adult jails or lockups, except under limited
circumstances; (c) ensure that when youth are held in adult facilities, they are
separated by sight and sound from adult inmates to prevent trauma and abuse; and
(d) identify and address racial and ethnic disparities within their juvenile justice
systems.   

The 33 additional state plan requirements, while not carrying automatic penalties
like the four core mandates, are essential for securing plan approval and continued
funding because they ensure each state develops a coordinated, data-driven juvenile
justice system that emphasizes cross-agency collaboration and continuous
improvement in outcomes while maintaining compliance with the JJDPA’s core
protections.

LEGAL FOUNDATIONS GROUNDED IN ADOLESCENT BRAIN SCIENCE

The 2018 reauthorization of the Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act
(JJDPA) was significantly influenced by a growing body of U.S. Supreme Court
decisions that recognize the developmental differences between youth and adults.
Landmark cases such as Roper v. Simmons (2005), Graham v. Florida (2010), J.D.B. v.
North Carolina (2011), Miller v. Alabama (2012), and Montgomery v. Louisiana (2016)
established that children are less culpable than adults due to their immature
judgment, susceptibility to peer pressure, and capacity for rehabilitation and change.
These rulings were grounded in neuroscientific research showing that the adolescent
brain—particularly the prefrontal cortex responsible for impulse control and
decision-making—is still developing well into adulthood.   This science has informed
juvenile justice policy by reinforcing the need for developmentally appropriate,
rehabilitative responses to youth behavior. The JJDPA now explicitly

The Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act (JJDPA), first enacted in 1974
and most recently reauthorized in 2018, is the cornerstone federal legislation guiding
juvenile justice policy across the United States. It establishes a federal-state
partnership to improve outcomes for youth involved in the justice system, promotes
community safety through prevention and rehabilitation rather than punishment,
and prevents victimization of young people that encounter the juvenile and criminal
justice systems.
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calls for approaches to prevention, intervention, and reentry that are trauma-
informed, evidence-based, and aligned with the principles of adolescent
development, ensuring that youth are treated in ways that reflect their unique
cognitive and emotional needs. 

RISK, PROTECTION, AND DEVELOPMENTALLY INFORMED APPROACHES

The goal of the juvenile justice system is to hold youth accountable for illegal
behavior, increase the safety of communities, provide interventions and services that
address the variables that led to the behavior, and facilitate healthy adolescent
development.   Involvement in the juvenile justice system can have a harmful,
lasting impact on the individual as well as the individual’s family and community. To
strengthen and sustain a juvenile justice system that accomplishes these goals,
policies and practices must be grounded in research evidence. Existing research
offers essential guidance on the components that support adolescents’ positive
development while ensuring long-term community safety. For example, the National
Research Council’s 2013 report outlines evidence-based principles for implementing
a developmentally informed approach to juvenile justice reform.

The research on factors that impact youth development and protect against
delinquency or reoffending should be fundamental to the policies and practices that
protect communities and promote positive life outcomes for youth. Key areas where
there is sufficient evidence to guide decision-making for states, communities, and
the programs they adopt are:

Risk factors (e.g., poverty, abuse, neglect)
Protective factors (e.g., peer influences, family relationships, educational
engagement)
Trauma
The effectiveness of punishment
Enriched environments (e.g., school connectedness, recreational activities,
acknowledgement for appropriate behavior, job readiness training)
Alternative responses to delinquency (e.g., educational engagement, community-
based alternatives, restorative justice, mentorship programs)

Researchers have determined that adolescents are developmentally, structurally,
cognitively,           and behaviorally different from adults because they are still
developing.     The factors that promote healthy adolescent development largely
overlap with the protective factors that reduce the likelihood of adolescent
offending. For example, developmental researchers have established that during
adolescence peer influences and peer acceptance can largely impact the development
of the decision-making of a youth.    Likewise, researchers in the field of juvenile
justice have determined that the quality of peer relationships and having prosocial
peers serve as protective factors against antisocial behavior.

Additional factors of adolescent development that help protect against delinquency
include academic achievement, parental relationships, and individual factors (e.g.,
self-control, self-efficacy).
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Furthermore, enriched environments characterized by positive social interactions and
structured support enhance skill acquisition and build resilience to risk factors, both
of which are protective factors. Programs and facilities should be designed to build
resilience and promote protective factors, not to control behavior. 

Researchers have identified several established risk factors for juvenile offending. For
example, strong academic involvement can protect against delinquency, whereas
poor academic performance increases risk.    Individual factors such as low empathy
and mental health concerns,                 along with family and community factors like
maltreatment,     exposure to violence,    and gang involvement,     further elevate
the likelihood of delinquency. Risk also increases with the number of risk factors
present.

Youth development is further disrupted by trauma, which alters brain structure and
stress-regulation systems, contributing to emotion dysregulation and impaired
executive functioning.         Childhood trauma is strongly linked to persistent
negative outcomes,    including heightened risk for delinquent behavior.

The juvenile justice system often falls short of its rehabilitative goals, relying on
punitive approaches that rarely produce lasting behavior change. While justice
involvement may briefly suppress delinquency, problem behavior typically returns
once punishment ends,     contributing to persistently high recidivism rates.      
Many justice-involved youth also have trauma histories that lessen their
responsiveness to punishment and increase their need for supportive reinforcement.
High rates of trauma-related neurodivergence among justice involved youth further
shape behavior and must be considered when designing effective interventions. 

Punitive models fail to build skills or teach replacement behaviors, hindering healthy
development.           A recent systematic review found that justice involvement is
linked to negative effects on youth mental and physical health, functioning,
education, and employment, highlighting the need for effective prevention,
diversion, and community-based alternatives.

Involvement in the juvenile justice system can have lasting, detrimental effects on
youth, their families, and their communities.
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EVALUATION AND DATA AS FOUNDATIONS FOR EVIDENCE-BASED PRACTICE

Each part of the juvenile justice system, from police to secure facilities, implements
programs intended to improve outcomes for youth, yet formal data collection and
evaluation are often lacking.     Sound policy cannot rely on instinct or anecdote; it
requires solid evidence to identify system challenges, design and implement
solutions, and evaluate their effectiveness. Reliable and transparent data enable
stakeholders to assess whether facilities meet standards and interventions achieve
desired outcomes, or if inequities persist. When data are incomplete, outdated, or
inaccurate, critical needs go unmet, inappropriate services are provided, and/or youth
are denied essential rehabilitation support, underscoring the high cost of unreliable
information. 

Measures for Justice identifies three ways data can strengthen the justice system: (1)
clarifying its purpose beyond operations to assess performance and disparities, (2)
creating standards so data is comparable across jurisdictions, (3) and ensuring access
to information is transparent, accountable, and trusted.    Achieving these standards,
however, requires building the capacity to collect, analyze, and use data effectively.
Many jurisdictions face challenges such as limited infrastructure and unclear
outcome measures.

In contrast, diversion, community-based, and restorative programs provide
developmentally appropriate alternatives that reduce offending, build youth
competencies in self-regulation and conflict resolution, strengthen families and
communities, and generate substantial cost savings.    Therapeutic community
programs—such as multisystemic therapy and functional family therapy—use skills
training and family supports to produce consistent reductions in delinquency.
Research consistently shows that community-based, restorative, skill-building, and
family-centered approaches yield better results, reduce recidivism, and improve and
public-safety outcomes while also enhancing community capacity. 

Despite progress, widespread and consistent use of research-based practices across
all states and across the full juvenile justice continuum remains urgently needed.

RESOURCE: The 2024 RAND toolkit ‘Building Capacity for Data Collection’ offers practical
strategies for overcoming these barriers, such as defining participation and outcome
measures, applying SMART (specific, measurable, achievable, relevant, time-bound)

principles, integrating data into workflows, and training staff for consistency.
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Once reliable data practices are in place, they can be used to evaluate programs
against established standards of effectiveness. Three online registries are useful data
hubs for juvenile offenders and those at risk of delinquent offending:

The Office of Justice Programs’ CrimeSolutions
The Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention’s Model Programs Guide
Blueprints for Healthy Youth Development at the University of Colorado Boulder

Each of these registries rates programs using scientific standards that rely heavily
on rigorous research designs, particularly randomized controlled trials (RCTs), to
establish causal inference and rule out alternative explanations for outcomes.

CROSS-SECTOR COLLABORATION AND CONTINUUM OF CARE

The JJDPA also emphasizes the importance of cross-sector collaboration bringing
together education, health, housing, labor, and justice systems to build a Continuum
of Care for youth. This model supports youth across various stages of involvement,
from prevention and diversion to reentry and workforce development. Data
integration and sharing is vital for cross-sector collaboration to produce successful
outcomes for each state’s families and youth. Likewise, programs and policies across
the continuum of care should be grounded in evidence-based or promising practices,
trauma-informed care, and reflective of the science of adolescent development.
Furthermore, states should ensure their youth have clear and meaningful
opportunities to contribute to the programs and policies that affect their lives. 
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Additional resources supporting practitioners, policymakers, and researchers in
strengthening data use and evidence-based practice include:

Juvenile Justice System Improvement: Implementing an Evidence-Based Decision-
Making Platform, which highlights how validated risk/needs assessments,
structured decision-making, and continuous evaluation improve outcomes
The National Center for Juvenile Justice’s 2016 report on Evidence-based Policies,
Programs and Practices, which documents how state-level support centers in
Nebraska, Connecticut, and Florida built capacity for data collection, training, and
quality assurance
Orbis Partners’ blogs offer insights into juvenile justice assessments
Georgetown University’s Center for Youth Justice, which provides technical assistance
in evidence-based and data-driven decision making 
Annie E. Casey Foundation’s JDAI Practice Guides, which helps jurisdictions align
detention reform with evidence-based strategies

Collectively, these resources equip stakeholders with the research, tools, and
technical assistance needed to ensure interventions are data-driven and evidence-
based.
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CALL TO ACTION

To truly fulfill the promise of the JJDPA, State Advisory Groups, State Agencies,
system administrators, practitioners, policymakers, and advocates must:

Ground their work in adolescent development science,
Implement and scale evidence-based and promising practices,
Use data and consistent evaluation for any practices implemented, and
Foster cross-sector partnerships to build robust, community-rooted continuums
of care

This series will introduce the fundamentals of science and evidence in youth justice
research and core practice areas of juvenile justice reform grounded in adolescent
development science that support meeting the needs of at-risk youth, as required by
the JJDPA.



I. Addressing Childhood Adversity with Strategies for Healing and Systems Improvement

II. Strengthening Youth Through Protective Factors: Centering Families, Community, and
Cross-System Collaboration

III. Operationalizing Trauma-Informed Care for Justice Involved Youth

IV. Care Over Custody: Alternatives to Arrest for Youth

V. Strengthening Youth and Public Safety Through Community-Based Alternatives to
Incarceration

COMING SOON IN THE BACK-TO-BASICS SERIES
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