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THE UTILIZATION OF CRIMINAL JUSTICE STATISTICS Project was
funded initially in 1972 by the National Criminal Justice Information and
Statistics Service of the Law Enforcement Assistance Administration. One
primary aim of the project is the production of annual editions of the
Sourcebook of Criminal Justice Statistics, a compilation of available
nationwide criminal justice statistical data. A second aim has been and
continues to be an examination of the utility that a variety of criminal
Justice statistical data bases have for addressing questions of practical and
theoretical interest in the field.

One product of that examination is a series of analytic reports, of which
this volume is one. These reports, written by research staff members of the
Utilization of Criminal Justice Statistics Project, all have a common theme:
the discussion of a central criminal justice topic using an exemplary or
innovative criminal justice data base. Each report in the series not only
discusses substantive findings in regard to particular issues, but also considers
the qualities and limitations of the data, as well as techniques and problems
of analysis, in relation to the substantive findings.

At a time when criminal justice statistics development is extensive, and
often expensive, these analytic reports focus attention on one often
overlooked function of criminal justice statistics—the analysis of current
issues and questions based on available data. In fact, the utilization issue is
perhaps as important as any in the area of criminal justice statistics. It often
happens that data are collected—usually at great expense—without sub-
sequent efforts to utilize such data to address the pressing problems that
confront criminal justice. This series of Analytic Reports explores the
problems and prospects inherent in the application of various sources of
criminal justice statistical data to issues of interest and concern to agency
personnel, planners, researchers, and the public alike. ‘

MICHAEL J. HINDELANG
Project Director
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PREFACE

THIS ARTICLE IS THE THIRD in a series of papers
that address issues concerning the processing of juvenile
offenders. The series of papers on juvenile processing
(listed inside the front cover) uses data collected on
juvenile court dispositions in Denver during 1972. These
data are perhaps one of the most comprehensive sources
of information on juvenile court dispositions presently
available. The quality of the Denver information makes
it possible to assess the importance of variables of two
general types—legal and status—in the disposition of
juveniles. A variety of appropriate statistical techniques
and controls are applied.

In this article, we attempt to discover the variables
or combinations of variables that most substantially
account for the variation in the severity of the disposi-
tions accorded to juveniles.

The author is greatly indebted to a number of
individuals whose assistance and cooperation greatly
facilitated this research and would like to express
gratitude to Betty White, Director of Intake for the
Denver Juvenile Court, and Anthony Pasciuto, Tom
Giacinti, and John Carr of the Denver Anfi-Crime
Council for their assistance and cooperation in securing
the data utilized for these studies, and in arranging
interviews with court personnel.
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JUVENILE DISPOSITIONS:

SOCIAL AND LEGAL FACTORS RELATED TO THE PROCESSING
OF DENVER DELINQUENCY CASES

introduction

THE IMPORTANCE OF THE COURTS in our society as
the institution with the final and formal power to
determine the legal status of its clients cannot be
underestimated. The courts can be viewed as the final
stage in the processing of offenders, whereby the deviant
label attached to persons at earlier stages (by police,
probation officers, district attomneys, etc.) is either
confirmed or rejected. Because of the enormous power
granted the judiciary, elaborate procedural rules have
been carefully derived from principles in the constitu-
tion in order to protect the rights of those accused of
violating the law. Until very recently, however, the
question of whether these rights or guarantees extend to
juveniles had been ignored by the high courts, even
though the constitution specifies no age distinctions.
The growing realization of the inequities imposed upon
juveniles because of the “therapeutic goals” of the
traditional juvenile court model has given impetus to a
recent trend by the Supreme Court of granting juveniles
more of the same procedural safeguards guaranteed
adults in their criminal proceedings.’

1See, for example, in re Gault, 387 U.S. 1 (1967); Kent v,
United States, 383 U.S, 541 (1966); and in re Winship, 397 U.S.
358 (1970).

Proceing g bark

Obviously, the juvenile court is of critical impor-
tance to both the juvenile before it and to the juvenile
justice system itself, Yet as important as this institution
is, juvenile courts have rarely been the objects of
systematic study. Little reliable knowledge is available
regarding the factors that impinge upon court practices
or the information upon which court decisions are
based. It will be the object of this monograph to
examine data from a large juvenile court in an attempt
to discover and clarify the structural parameters within
which this court operates.

If this objective can be achieved, if variables critical
to the decisionmaking process can be identified, and this
process can be clarified, then perhaps it will be possible
to ascertain if the court’s operation is consistent with its
avowed philosophy. That is, it may be possible to
determine if the framework under which a particular
court operates represents a process whereby clients are
treated according to the merits of their cases, or on the
other hand, if the court represents a system that
systematically accords the most severe treatments to the
less powerful groups in our society, a possibility that has
often been suggested (Martin, 1970; Chambliss and
Siedman, 1971; Schuz, 1973)........ .. :

The purpose of this paper will be to determine the
extent to which the social biographies and personal
attributes of juveniles, as opposed to “legally relevant”

11
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variables (such as prior record, severity of offense, etc.)
account for the variation in the nature and severity of
the treatment meted out in Denver, Colorado, which has
a relatively large metropolitan juvenile court. The data
collected by this court are among the most comprehen-
sive in the country. For each child brought before the
court, a case history record is compiled that contains
detailed infonhation regarding the juvenile’s age, sex,
ethnicity, and the Denver census tract in which he or she
resides. This record also contains information relating to
a host of other variables, such as the type of offense for
which the juvenile was apprehended, the agency that
referred the child to the court (police, school, welfare,
etc.), data concerning prior juvenile court record, par-
ents’ income and marital status, home situation, and
whether the child is in school, working, or idle. Finally,
this record contains information concerning the types of
“treatment” the child receives from the court. The case
history record notes whether or not the child was held in
detention, whether the child’s case was treated infor-
mally or handled formally by the filing of a petition, and
the type of final case disposition accorded by the court.

The selection of the Denver Juvenile Court for
analysis will allow us to examine the nature of an
important facet ‘of contemporary American justice. We
will be able to examine the structure and processes of a
juvénile court that largely adheres to a due process
model when processing and adjudicating alleged juvenile
offenders. Let us now look at some of the characteristics
of the city of Denver and its juvenile justice system.

The Research Setting?

The 1970 census lists Denver as the 25th most
populous city in the United States, with an estimated
515,000 residents. Of this population, 31 percent were
younger than 18, and thus, came under the jurisdiction
of the Denver Juvenile Court. The city’s ethnic composi-
tion was mainly white (89 percent), followed by tlack
(9 percent) and “others,” a residual category (2 per-
cent). Of the city’s white population, approximately 18
percent were classified by the census as persons’ of
“Spanish heritage.” '

The median family income in Denver was $9,650
during 1969. However, “Spanish heritage” and black

ZThe following material was also presented in an earlier
report {see New Direstions in Processing Juvenile Offenders: The

Denver Model). Readers familiar with the earlier report may wish’

1o skip directly to the Review of the Literature section.
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families earned median incomes of $7,323 and $7,278,
respectively. The median educational level for thoss in
Denver over the age of 25 was 12.5 years. Blacks had a
median educational level of 11.0 years; their “Spanish
heritage” counterparts, slightly less (10.0 years). Thus,
less than half of the city’s blacks and “Spanish heritage”
people were high school graduates.

‘Official’ crime statistics indicate that approximately
half of all reported crimes in the State of Colorado
occurred in the County and City of Denver, though only
one-fourth of the state’s population resided in this
geographic area.?

According to a recent analysis by the City and
County of Denver (1972), the greatest proportion of
serious crimes in Denver occur in census tracts that had:
1) the greatest increase in recipients of aid for dependent
children; 2) the greatest percentages of those on welfare;
3) the” greatest” proportion of the population younger
than 18; 4) the greatest percentage of those living in
overcrowded housing; 5) the greatest population density;
6) the greatest number of public housing facilities; 7) the
greatest percentage of rental housing; and 8) the greatest
percentage of minority residents.? .

Reports compiled by the metropclitan Denver
Police Department’s Crime Information Service indicate
that of all those arrested in Denver for index crimes in
1972, more than half were juveniles. As a result of the
substantial involvement of juveniles in illegal activities,
the city of Denver is forced to rely heavily on its juvenile
justice system for the -processing of apprehended of-
fenders. . - :

The Denver Juvenile Court

The Denver Juvenile Court was first authorized by
the Colorado State Legislature in 1903. However, in
1899 Judge Ben Lindsey was instrumental in guiding
through the legislature laws that provided for a special
court for handling “disorderly” Denver juveniles. Such
persons were identified under a Colorado school law as:

Every child. .. who does not attend school. . . or
who is-in attendance at any school and is vicious,
incorrigible or immoral in conduct, or who is an
habitual truant from school, or who habitually
wanders about the streeis during school hours

3See City and County of Denver, Crime Reduction: High

- impact Crime Program, 1971, p. 22,

4Supra note 3, p. 25,

N S S e s M

without any lawful occupation or employment, or -

who habitually wanders about the streets in the
night time.® :

Although this court was supposed to provide treat-
ment for juveniles who habitually misbehaved at school,
Lindsey deliberately extended this enactment to include
all children of school age. Hence, as of April 12, 1899,
all Denver children of schocl age who came in contact
with the courts were being handled by this special
court.$ This led Lindsey o claim that his was the first
juvenile tribunal in the country, thereby predating the
Cook Cbunty Court by several months. Today, the
Denver Juvenile Court maintains its innovative traditions
and closely mirrors the adult processing system with
respect to the requirements of due process.”

At the time our data were collected, the Denver
Juvenile Court had two full-time judges and two
full-time referees to preside over hearings. These judges
and referees were assisted by the Juvenile Probation
Department, which conducted pre-disposition investiga-
tions on the background of juvenile offenders and made
recommendations to judges regarding final dispositions.
At the time of the observations for the present research,
there were 20 juvenile counselors working under the
court’s direction, each of whom had an average caseload
of approximately 43 juveniles.®

In 1972, the Denver Juvenile Court processed 5,700
complaints against children who had allegedly violated
laws or stytutes pertaining specifically to juveniles. In
addition, the court also handled over 5,000 matters
concerning dependency and neglect cases, adoptions,
paternity suits, and consents to wed among juveniles.
Our concern in this report will be limited to the
processing of the 5,700 delinquency referrals. Of these
juvenile court delinquency referrals, 88 percent came to
the court’s attention through the Denver Police Depart-
ment; the remaining 12 percent of the complaints were
forwarded through school and welfare agencies or
parents who felt unable to control their children.

Given the large volume of cases appearing before the
Denver Juvenile Court, the time required to process
cises is considerable. For example, in 1972, because of

SSee Philip B. Gilliam, The Story of Judge Ben B, Lindsey
{Mimeo: Denver Juvenile Court, 1964).

GSupra note 5,p. 4,
"Se2 Cohen, 1974, pp. 51-82.

8These figures were supplied by the Denver Anti-Crime
Council,

the number of backlogged cases, it took an average of 76

- days from the time a case reached the intake division of

the court until a decision was made as to whether a
petition should be filed, whether the child should be
placed under informal supervision, or whether the case
should be referred to some outside agency. This time
period was even longer for the cases that were finally
brought to the attention of juvenile court judges. In
1972, cases that reached the court in which the child
admitted guilt required, on the average, 130 days until
termination; but those adjudicated cases that were
contested averaged 211 days from the time the com.-
plaint was received untif it was disposed of by the court,

In order to obtain the information necessary to
describe the manner in which juveniles are processed by
the Denver Court, lengthy systematic interviews were
conducted with juvenile officers over a 2-week period in
October 1973. Furthermore, the author observed all
phases of the court’s proceedings and activities during
this period. A description of the screening process
gathered from these interviews and observations follows.

Juvenile Processing in Denver

Figure 1 represents a flow chart demonstrating the
various possible routes available to persons processed
through the Denver juvenile justice system.? As one can
readily see, it is quite possible for a juvenile to go
through a very involved process before his case is
terminated. Though space limitations preclude a syste-
matic explanation of all these various routes, we will
attempt to succinctly summarize the key processes
involved in this system by describing the activities of the
functionaries involved in the Denver system of juvenile
justice.

The Delinquency Control Division

The juvenile justice process in Denver generally
begins with the investigation of an offense by a
policeman in the field. If a juvenile is apprehended for
the commission of an offense, the investigating officer
(invested with the power of discretion) can release the
child on the spot, release him or her subsequent to a
lecture, or refer the suspect to the Delinquency Control

9The author is indebted to John Carr of the Denver
Anti-Crime Council for his assistance in the preparation of
Figure 1.
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agencies that cater to “troubled youths” with specific
types of problems. :

In situations where the juvenile’s parents fail to

; o . g 2 25 5
% 2 §a 5T & ] -3
§§§ géﬁ' E”:g £3 g § §%8 = Division unit of the Denver Police Department. In the  the case is terminated and no further official legal action
8%a ] city of Denver, all juveniles referred by the police are  is forthcoming. :
4 brought to the central office of the Delinquency Control In cases where a child is ordered to appear at a
g . Division (D.C.D.), which is a special section of the  detention hearing before the juvenile court, the inves-
” £ Denver Police Department that deals exclusively with  tigative report prepared by the D.C.D. must be sent to
g juvenile offenders. the District Attorney for the establishment of probable
Once a child is referred to the D.C.D., his parents or  cause that the child committed the alleged offense. The
guardians are immediately notified of his apprehension  officers involved in each case are thus under pressure to
. T i and are requested to appear as soon as possible at the ascertain facts sufficient to warrant a finding of probable
ggg g5 2g General Office. The child is not advised of his rights  cause,
35z > %Eé 82 until his parents, guardians, and/or attomey are present.
$28 LR £5 2 ° The D.C.D, intake officer will, search the files to  Probation Intake and Court Processes
= o Lo determine if the suspect has a previous record. This ‘
z i officer then has the option of first lecturing and then Once the D.C.D. intake officer has made the
548 P £i3 8:8 releasing the child to the custody of his parents, thus decision to refer the child to the juvenile court, he must
Bl 181 Fex Y terminating the legal process, or instigating a preliminary  file 3 complaint and then transfer both the child and the
§§§ @ & §§§ ¢z £ investigation for the possible court adjudication of the complaint to the intake unit at the juvenile court
“og) // N \ suspect. facility. There, further responsibility for processing the
sl 1 e L If the intake officer decides that further legal or juvenile is assumed by probation intake officers.
ITE < 1t 5] (s ANEE Bine - corrective action is warranted, and that the termination Within 15 days from date of issue of the complaint,
% EEE £ >§ $HNE £\ 2 ggg £ of the legal process would not serve the best interests of  an intake officer must conduct a preliminary investiga-
e g3 2§ /olgee] |E H 2 18 = the child or the community, he initiates an investigation  tion into the charges pending against the child. The
L8 = and then makes a further decision as to whether the Denver Juvenile Court has specified that this preliminary
i child is to be referred to the Juvenile Hall Detention investigation must report detailed information regarding
o 8 8 3 Center for subsequent official adjudication or released to  the following: 1) the offense committed; 2) the child’s
- A the custody of his or her parents, pending treatment in a past record with the police and courts; 3) the child’s
§§§ ‘x; ; f:’?g’ % 2 e 1 | private facility or community treatment center. school record; 4) interviews with both parents‘and child;
§g§ sis EE s “8 When an intake officer refers the child to the 5) a deposition from the complainant; and 6) any other
o & & juvenile court for possible official adjudication, responsi-  information that would assist the District Attorney, who
bility for the subsequent processing of this juvenile is must decide whether or not the filing of a formal
. . assumed by the probation department. If, however, the petition is warranted.
H [ ) D.C.D. intake officer decides to release the child to the During the intake process the child and his parents
5‘ 52 fé custody of his parents, pending some form ¢f private or are advised of the youth’s right to counsel and told that
§§ 3 § , community treatment, he assumes the responswility of if they cannot afford to obtain a private attorney, the
“ determining the type of agency most suitable for  court will appoint counsel, free of charge, to represent
“treating the child’s problem.” In cases where the the youth,
F g 3 | parents are indigent, or the intake officer perceives the If the family is financially able, they may secure a
=8 58 E & child to be in need of specialized treatment, the D.C.D. private attomey to represent the child. If, on the other
e 38° will attempt to place the juvenile in one of several
= QO

hand, the family is indigent, then all CHINS cases
(children in need of supervision) are referred to the legal
aid society; all remaining offense categories are assigned
to a public defender.

agree to this arrangement, or the child fails to complete
his treatment at one of these agencies, the youth will be
subscquently referred to the juvenile court for a deten-

Report Sent
to DA
InCustody? 3% -

Probable

Refer to
Juvenile Caurt_-

After completion of the preliminary investigation,
the probation intake officer consults with his or her
supervisor, and together they raay make recommenda-

Informal i
Adjustment | g

{Letter) T
Termination

Juvenile Court
Intake Officer

Makes Detailed
Investigation

Certification
Filein

Yes

tion hearing and possible adjudication. If, on the other
hand, the juvenile successfully completes the treatment

tions to the District Attorney regarding the advisability

FIGURE 1. JUVENILE PROCESSING IN DENVER

= f of filing a formal petition. A report of this investigation
Sag EEE |- Ezg 2 By £ process at one of these agencies and is not apprehended is sent to the District Attorney for review and certifica-
55 egs K 233 £ g9 £ P N P .
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After receiving the investigative report and recom-
mendations from the probation department, the District
Attorney’s Office may decide that the filing of a petition
is not warranted. The case will then generally be referred
back to the probation department, thus delegating the
responsibility for an unofficial or informal disposition to
the inttake officer and the unit supervisor.

If the District Attorney’s Office determines that it is
in the best interests of the child and/or community that

-further legal action be taken, he then prepares a formal

petition and files it with the Clerk’s Office. The petition
is then returned to the probation intake officer, who
advises the parents and the child of their legal rights. The
intake officer will next set the case for a plea hearing
within 7 to 10 days after the filing of the petition and
arrange for a summons to be served on the child and his
parents requesting them to be present at this hearing.
The plea hearing is attended by the child, his parents,
the intake officer, a court referee, and the child’s
attorney. The intake officer presents the case to the
teferee at the plea hearing, and the child is required to
enter a piea of guilty or not guilty.

If the child’s plea is guilty, the intake officer gathers
all pertinent information available concerning the child,
his or her home situation, etc., and prepares a detailed
written report, which is to be made available to the
court and the child’s attomey at least 48 hours prior to a
dispositional hearing.

The intake officer next appears with the child and
his family at the dispositional hearing, which is generally
set within three weeks after the plea hearing. A
disposition is then determined by the court referee.

On the other hand, if the child pleads not guilty at
the plea hearing, the case is set for what is called an
omnibus hearing, which will be presided over by either a
judge or referee. The purpose of this hearing is to settle
such pre-trial matters as: 1) the hearing of motions;
2) the determination of jurisdiction; 3) the assurance of
full discovery; 4) further plea bargaining; and 5) the
decision to have the case settled by either a court or jury
trial. If a plea of guilty results at the omnibus hearing, a
date for a dispositional hearing is scheduled within 3
weeks. If the child chooses not to plead guilty, he is
given the choice of a court or jury trial to be presided
over by a juvenile court judge. If the child is subse-
quently acquitted at the trial, his case is terminated. If
he is found guilty, a dispositional hearing is set, at which
time the judge will select a disposition ranging from
informal supervision to incarceration in an institution.
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Detention

Aside from the functions previously mentioned, the
Probation Intake Unit is invested by the court with the
power to determine which juveniles are to be held prior
to their dispositional hearing and which are to be
released to the custody of their parents or guardians.
Probation department guidelines make it clear that
juveniles are not to be detained simply as a disciplinary
measure or while an investigation into the complaint
against the child is underway. Rather, there must be
strong evidence that the child represents a danger to
himself or the community when a decision to detain the
child is made. ' : '

Any child who is to be detained longer than 48
hours must be brought before a court referee by the
intake officer for a detention hearing, at which time the
intake officer will present his justification for requesting
further detention of the child to the referee. The referee
then has the option of confirming or denying the intake
officer’s request.! '

Under the Colorado Children’s Code, the family of a
child who has been placed in detention may request
bonding. If such a request is made, it is the duty of the
intake officer to contact a juvenile court judge or
referee, who then determines the amount of the bond.

Having described the procedures by which juveniles
are processed in Denver, let us now briefly examine
some previous juvenile disposition studies, which have
systematically attempted to identify the variables related
to the severity of treatment imposed upon youthful
offenders by juvenile courts.

Review of the Literature

Our review of the delinquency literature has un-
covered three studies that have attempted to ascertain
the factors related to the severity of disposition ac-
corded by juvenile courts, while systematically control-
ling for the possible effects of relevant extraneous
variables.

The first of these studies, conducted in Racine,
Wisconsin, by Robert Terry (1967), examined all juve-
nile court appearances between the years 1958 and

10 " . .
. Referees claimed to take intake officer’s recommen-
dations under advisement, but stated that they do not hesitate to
overrule this request if they believe it to be ill-advised,
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1962.!1 At the bivariate level of analysis, Terry found
the variables of race and social class to be significantly
related to the severity of disposition meted out by the
court. Minority group members and lower class youths
were found to be slightly but consistently treated more
severely.

However, after Terry controlled for the number of
previous offenses and the seriousness of the act for
which the juvenile was charged, this relationship disap-
peared, indicating that the original effect was spuri-
ous.'? On the other hand, Terry found that the age of
the juvenile and such legal variables as the seriousness of
offense and the youth’s prior record were positively
related to the severity of disposition accorded by the
court, both with and without the application of statisti-
cal controls. o

In a similar study, Arnold (1971) obtained data on
758 juvenile court dispositions from a “middle-sized
city” in the South. These data show that at the bivariate
level of analysis, minority group members were signifi-
cantly more apt to have their cases brought to the
attention of the juvenile court and also to be confined in
State institutions, but that no systematic difference in
accorded dispositions were observed among the various
social classes. Arnold also observed significant bivariate
relationships between the severity of dispositions ac-
corded and 1) the offenders’ home situation,!® 2) the
number and seriousness of prior and concurrent of-
fenses, and 3) the delinquency rate of the census tract in
which the child resided. However, even when controls
were simultaneously applied for the marital status of the
juvenile’s parents, the seriousness of the offense, the
number and seriousness of prior and concurrent of-
fenses, and the rate of delinquency in the offender’s
neighborhood, there remained substantial racial and
ethnic differences in accorded dispositions.

The last study reviewed is a recent analysis by
Thomberry (1973) that measured the effects of race and
social class on juvenile processing in Philadelphia. Using

“There was only one part-time juvenile court judge during
the years under investigation by Terry; this judge devoted 2 days
per week to juvenile matters. Although Terry studied the entire
juvenile screening process in Racine, Wisconsin, we have reported
only on his findings with respect to the 248 juvenile hearings in
his data.

12A spurious relationship is one in which hidden factors are
exerting an effect on the dependent variable, which is errone-
ously credited to the independent variable.

13Home situation in this case referred to whether or not

the child came from a broken home.

the cohort sample employed by Wolfgang et al (1972) in
their delinquency study, Thornberry was able to deter-
mine the relative effects of several legal and nonlegal
variables on the severity of disposition accorded to
1,748 male juveniles.

Thornberry’s data (like Terry’s) indicated significant
race and class effects at the bivariate level of analysis
with respact to the severity of disposition meted out by
the court. Specifically, blacks and lower class youths
were more likely to receive severe dispositions than were
whites or higher status juveniles. The author was aware
that Terry’s study showed similar bivariate relationships,
and that these effects vanished when the legal variables
of seriousness of offense and prior record were intro-
duced as control variables. But Thornberry reported that
the initial relationships failed to disappear when these
control variables were added to his analysis. Thus,
Thomberry’s findings support a racial and class dis-
crimination hypothesis.

Hence, even among the more rigorous and compe-
tent empirical studies there is considerable disagreement
as to which variables significantly influence the severity
of the dispositions accorded by the juvenile courts.
Terry’s data, for example, indicate a slight positive age
effect, but also indicate that the severity of disposition
was most strongly related to the seriousness of offense
and prior juvenile record. Arnold’s data, on the other
hand, suggest that minority groups, those from areas
with high delinquency rates, and those from broken
homes were most apt to be discriminated against, but
that no systematic difference can be observed among the
various social classes. Finally, Thornberry’s data indicate
that both race and class significantly affect the treat-
ment meted out by the courts—that both minorities and
lower class youth are discriminated against.

Methodology

As the data collected by the Denver Juvenile Court
countain a large number of variables similar to those
previously studied, we are able to examine the relation-
ship between various status and legal variables and the
court’s decision to impose severe sanctions on youthful
offenders. The categorization of most of the variables to
be used in this study can be easily determined from the
tables in the data analysis section. However, the meas-
urement of social class, severity of offense, and severity
of disposition require explanation.

The social class of the juvenile was estimated by an

index derived from information concerning the median
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family income and educational levels of the census tract
in which the child resided at the time of apprehen-
sion.!#

In general, those who resided in census tracts in
which the median family income was $15,000 per year
or more and the median educational level was 14 years
Or over, were classified as “high status.” Those living in
tracts where the median income level was between
$7,000 and $14,999 and the educational level was
between 10 and 13.9 years were labeled as “middle
status”; those whose median yearly family income was
less than $7,000 and median educational level was less
than 10 years were classed as “low status.”

Seriousness of offense was determined by dividing
all possible offenses listed on the case history record into
eight categories. A number of probation personnel, court
referees, and juvenile court judges in Denver were then
asked to rank these categories on a continuum from least
to most severe, and the various infractions that consti-
tute these offense types are listed below:15

1) Alcohol offenses: possession, drunkenness.

2) Miscellaneous offenses: curfew, carrying
Wweapons, discharging firearms, disturbance, ma-
lcious mischief, filthy language, loitering, illegal
possession of firearms, throwing missiles, other.

3) CHINS: behavior or condition injurious to self

or others, truancy, runaway, beyond parental
control.

4) Dreg offenses: marijuana possession, use or sale
of marijuana, possession or sale of narcotics,
possession or sale of dangerous drugs, inhaling
toxic vapors.

5) Auto delinquencies: joyriding, tampering theft
from auto,

6) Sex offenses: statutory rape, prostitution.

7) Property offenses: burglary, breaking and enter-
ing, auto theft, theft, fraud, forgery, shoplifting,
arson.

8) Violent offenses: assault, aggravated assault,
battery, manslaughver, murder, robbery, kidnap-
ing, forcible rape.

A similar procedure was utilized to measure the

severity of final disposition accorded juvenile offenders.

14The index of social class was derived by transforming
income and educational levels into z-scores, adding the resulting
values, and making decisions on the basis of the natural cutting
points in the distribution.

154 the child was charged with more than one offense, the
offense employed in the analysis was the most sericus of the
multiple offenses,
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Probation officers, referees, and juvenile court judges
were asked to separate all possible dispositions into five
levels of severity ranging from least to most severe. The
resulting categories and their proportional frequency of
occurrence are presented below. . .'
Severity Level 1: Juvenile counseled and matter
closed (48 percent).
Severity Level 2: Informal supervision (18 percent).

Severity Level 3: Petition continued with child to
receive private or special care at a
facility run by the county or state
(13 percent).

Severity Level 4: Formal supervised probation (18
percent).

Severity Level 5: Case transferred to adult Jurisdic-
tion or juvenile incarcerated in an
institution (3 percent).

Initially, the legal and status variables in our study
are cross-tabulated with the criterion variable (severity
of accorded disposition);  the strength of resulting
bivariate relationships is called gamma.!® Gamma values
vary between —1.00 and +1.00. The magnitude of the
value indicates the proportionate superiority of predict-
ing the order of the criterion variable from the order of
the independent variables over guessing. For example, a
gamma of .50 tells us that knowledge of the specific
order of categories of the independent variable allows us
to predict the order of cases on the dependent variable
with 50 percent fewer errors than if we used only the
ordered categories of the dependent variabie as the basis
for prediction.!” Gamma values >+ 20 will be regarded
here as indicative of a substantial bivariate relation-
Ship.l 8

We have seen from our review of the literature that
the introduction of appropriate statistical controls some-
times greatly alters the findings observed at the bivariate
level of analysis. Thus, after we have assessed the
bivariate relationships among our data, we will employ
two multivariate analytical techniques in order to
determine whether multivariate relationships differ from
the bivariate findings. First, we will employ a multi-
variate technique known as step-wise multiple regression
analysis to summarize the direct independent effects of
the predictor variables on the criterion when all known

18See Mueller et a/,, 1970, pp. 288-290.
17 See Mueller et ar,, 1970, pp. 279-200.

18Although this fevel of magnitude is arbitrary, it has been
used in previous research to indicate substantial relationships.
See, for example, Empey and Lubeck, 1571, pp. 22-23,
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extraneous factors and their relationships with one
another have been controlled.!? Subsequently, we will
utilize a technique known as Predictive Attribute Analy-
sis (PAA) to systematically explore the indirect effects
among our data. The use and interpretation of these
techniques is discussed in g later section of this
menograph. : : :

Data Analysis

Earlier we presented the proportional frequency of
occurrence for the various types of dispositions accorded
by the court. The data indicate that almost half (48
percent) of those referred to the Denver Juvenile Court
in 1972 were accorded unofficial dispositions, whereby
they were counseled by intake officers and their cases
were dismissed without any further action taken by the
court. Almost all -of these cases were disposed of by
intake personnel without the consultation -of referees or
judges. Another 18 percent of the juveniles referred to
the court in 1972 were placed under “informal super-
vision” by intake officers. Informal supervision means
that probation officers, from time to time, will make
telephone calls to the child’s parents or to school
officials, checking on his behavior. For the most part
this type of disposition was also accorded by intake
personnel upon consultation with a judge or referee.

The petitions filed against 13 percent of the youths
referred to the court in 1972 were continued—that is, a
judge or referee withheld a dispositional judgment while
the juvenile underwent treatment at a facility the court
felt was equipped to handle or treat the youth. For the
vast majority of these cases, supervision by the court
terminates when the child “successfully” completes this
treatment.2®

———

19ln order to use regression analysis in our study, the
nonmetric variables in our analysis were conceptualized as
dummy variables, The method by which the independent

accorded disposition) was dichotomized into least severg (coun-
seled and matter closed, informal supervision, petition con-
tinued) and most severe (formal probation, incarceration, or
transfer to court of adult jurisdiction) categories,

For a discussion of dummy variables in multivariate
regression analysis, see Kerlinger and Pedhazur, 1973, pp.
101-116.

2C'Fm' example, if a youth was referred to the court for a
drug-related offense, the judge may withhold adjudication op the
condition that the youth attend special drug therapy treatment at
& private or public facility. I the chiid successfully undergoes
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Formal probation was accorded to 18 percent of the
youths referred to the court during the period encom-
passed in this study. Placing the child on formal
probation means that although the child is allowed to
remain in his own home, he is under the “close”
supervision of a probation officer, who makes frequent
home visits and periodically checks with school officials
and/or the child’s employer to ascertain pertinent
information regarding the child’s behavior. The child is
frequently asked to submit written reports to the
probation officer regarding his activities each month.

According to intake officers, referees, and juvenile
court judges in Denver, the most serious or severe
dispositions accorded to juveniles involve the child’s
incarceration in an institution and the transfer of the
child’s case to a court of adult jurisdiction in which the
youth will be tried as an adult. These dispositions are
usually accorded in situations where formal probation
does not seem to be an adequate remedy, or where it has
previously been tried and proven unsatisfactory. Only 3
percent of the youths referred to the Denver Juvenile
Court in 1972 were accorded these dispositions. Hence it
is obvious that the Denver Juvenile Court attempts to
divert youths whenever possible away from the punitive
orientation of an institutional environment.

Now that the frequency distributions of the disposi-
tions accorded , to juveniles have been identified, the
various legal and social factors that appear to influence
these dispositions will be explored.

Age and Severity of Disposition

The data obtained from the Denver Juvenile Court
contain information regarding the age at time of
apprehension and the severity of accorded disposition
for 4,623 of the youths referred in 197221 The largest
proportion (40 percent) of referred juveniles were 15-
and 16-year-olds. The second most frequently appearing
age cohort was that of the 17-year-olds, accounting for
34 percent of the referrals. Thirteen- and 14-year-olds
constituted 20 percent of this total; juveniles 12 or
younger were the least frequently appearing category,
accounting for only 6 percent of the referrals.

———

treatment, then no official disposition is ever recorded. If,
however, the child fails to "successfully” complete the treatment
process after a pre-determined time period, he will be brought
back before the judge for adjudication,

21Sample sizes vary from table to table because of missing
values,
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TABLE 3  Severity of Accorded Disposition by Ethnicity
Severity ETHNICITY
of ‘ ’ Mexican-
disposition White  American Black Other - Total
Counseled and 51% .50% 46% 43% 49%
matter closed {800) {1,069) (653) {45) (2,467)
Informal 21% 16% 11% 21% 17%
supervision {331) (339) (130) (22) {822}
Petition 10% 13% 17% 14% 13%
continued (164) (275) (203} (15) (657)
Formal 15% 19% 21% 20% 18%
probation (244) {(396) (255) (21) (916)
Case transferred 3% 2% 5% 2% 3%
1o adult court (41) (51) {55) (2) (149)
or incarceration

32% 42% 24% 2% 100%
Total {1,580) (2,130) {1,196)  (105) {5,011)
Gamma = .09 Missing cases = 689.

accorded . by Denver Juvenile Court officials at the
bivariate level of analysis. This conclusion js supported
by the gamma coefficient of Table 3 (.09), which is
below the minimum needed to establish the presence of
a substantial bivariate relationship in this study.

Socioeconomic Status and the Severity of
Accurded Disposition

The data permit us to examine the relationship
between socioeconomic status and the severity of
accorded disposition for 4,564 youths referred to the
juvenile court in 1972,

As we stated earlier, the socioeconomic status of
juveniles referred to the Denver Juvenile Court was
estimated by census information about the median
family income and educational levels of various census
tracts. Using these variables as indicators of socioeco-
nomic status is certainly not unusual in delinquency
research (Shaw and McKay, 1929; Schmid, 1960; Mead,
1973; Thornberry, 1973). However, the results of this
task were surprising i relation to the findings of other
studies. According to our operational definitions . of
various status levels in Denver, approximately one-fifth
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of the city’s census tracts are classified as high status,
about half as middle status, and about one-third as lower
status. Interestingly, only 50 percent of those referred to
the juvenile court in 1972 were classed as lower status, a
lower proportion than that usually found in delinquency
studies utilizing official data. ' ‘
A surprisingly large proportion of referrals wete
classified as middle status offenders (44 percent). High
status referrals accounted for only 6 percent of the total.

“Hence, our data show that the proportion of lower

status offenders is much smaller, the percentage of
middle status offenders much higher, and the proportion
of high status juveniles about the same as that which is
usually found to exist in other ecological studies using
official sources of data (Gibbons, 1970: 104).

Table 4 shows the bivariate relationship between the
socioeconomic status of the census tracts in which those
referred to the Denver Juvenile Court in 1972 resided
and the severity of accorded disposition. As was the case
with ethnicity, the individual cell distributions in this
table fail to reflect any notable differences in the types
of disposition accorded to various socioeconomic status
groups. The gamma value of this table (—01) also fails to
demonstrate the presence of any substantial relationship
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TABLE 4 Severity of Accorded Disposition by Socioeconomic
Status :

S:veritv SOCIOECONOMIC STATUS
o
disposition High Middle Low Total
Counseled and 39% 31% 51% 52%
matter closed {160} (1,034) (1,167) (2,361)
Informal 11% 9% 14% 12%
supervision (29) (177) (314} {520}
Petition 14% 16% 13% 14%
continued (39) (315) (301) (655)
Formal 12% 20% 19% 19%
probation (33) (413) (437) (833)
Case transferred 4% 4% 3% 3%
to adult court (10) (78) (67) (145)
or incarceration

g 6% 44% 50%  100%
Total (271) (2,017) (2,276) (4,564)
Gamma = —~.01 Missing cases = 1,136.

between status groups and the severity of “treatment,”
Thus, we conclude that at the bivariate level of analysis,
there was no substantial relationship between these
variables.

Family Stability and Severity of
Accorded Disposition

Our data contain information regarding the relation-
ship between the child’s home situation and the severity
of accorded disposition of 4,436 of the juveniles referred
to the court in 1972. In this study a disrupted home is
defined as one in which the child does not reside with
both of his natural parents. The influence of a disrupted
homelife on the severity of disposition accorded by the
juvenile court is frequently suggested in the work of
many writers (Schur, 1973:126). The contention is
usually that juveniles who are from disrupted homes are
more often accorded severe treatment by the court than
are their counterparts from intact homes?® Using the
percentage of children in Denver younger than 18 living

23Although many “intact” homes areé by no means stable,
and conversely, many “disrupted” homes are indeed stable, the
data are inadequate to make such distinctions, However, it has

with both parents as a rough measure of the proportion
of intact homes, we found that according to the 1970
census, 22 percent of youths younger than 18 wer
living in disrupted homes. "

Our data indicate that 63 percent of the juveniles
referred to the Denver court in 1972 were from
disrupted homes. Hence, those from disrupted homes
appear to have been greatly overrepresented among the
1972 court referrals. '

The bivariate relationship between family stability
and the type of disposition accorded by the court is
presented in Table 5. The distribution of cases across the
individual cells of this table is proportionate. In fact, the
most substantial difference presented in this table
concerns the proportion of those from intact homes who
are counseled and then released (52 percent) in compari-
son to those from disrupted home situations who receive
identical dispositions (43 percent). All other dispositions
are evenly distributed among those from intact and
disrupted homes. ‘
been suggested by writers such as Schur (1972:126) that
children from broken homes are more often stereotyped by

juvenile court officials as coming from unstable home environ-
ments.
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TABLE 7 Severity of Accorded Disposition

or incarceration

45% 17% 23%
Total {2,118) (818)  (1,109)

Gamma = ,15 Missing cases = 931,

by Number of Prior Court Referrals

Severity NUMBER of PRIOR COURT REFERRALS

of ) .

disposition 0 1 2-4 5+ " Total
Counseled and 51% 43% 48% 56% 50%
matter closed (1,092) {353) (533) (406) (2,384)
Inforn}a.l 26% 12% 6% 4% 16%
supervision {654) (1071) {63) (33) (751)
Petit_ion 12% 19% 14% 9% 13%
continued (252) (152) (155} (62) (621)
Forma! 10% 24% 29% 22% 18%
probation (209) (197) {322) (157) (865)
Case transferred 1% 2% 3% 9% 3%
to adult court (11) (15) (36) {66) (128)

15% 100%
(724) (4,769)

have been well kaown to the police. It is quite possible
that had we also had this information concerning the
number of . previous police contacts on the youth’s
record, we too would have found a substantial relation-
ship between prior record and severity of accorded
disposition. However, on the basis of the information
available to .us, we are able to conclude that the nuiiber
of times the child had previously been referred to the
court was not substantially related to the criterion at the
bivariate leve] of analysis,

Seriousness of Offense and the Severity
of Accorded Disposition

The data provide information concerning the reja-
tionship between the rated severity of the offense (see
“Methodology” section) for which the juvenile ‘wag
charged and the severity of accorded disposition for
5,127 of the youths referred to the court in 1972. From
“least” to “most” severe, these offense types and their
proportional frequency of occurrence were: 1) alcohol
offenses (2 percent); 2) miscellaneous offenses (17 per-
cent); 3) CHINS (12 percent); 4) drug . offenses {11

26

percent); 5) auto delinquency (13 percent); 6) sex of-
fenses (1 percent); 7) property offenses (34 percent);
and 8) violent offenses (10 percent). :

Table 8 presen.. the bivariate relationship between
the seriousness of offense (as ranked by intake officers,
referees, judges) for which the child was charged and the
severity of accorded disposition. Surprisingly—in light of
the importance ascribed to this variable in previous
studies—the severity of offanse does not appear to have
been substantially related to the criterion (gamma = 15)
at the bivariate level of analysjs.

Though an examination of the individual cells
within this table generally shows that. more severe
dispositions were accorded to those who allegedly
committed the most serious offenses, many inconsisten-
cies exist with respect to the relationship between ses.sre
dispositions and serious offenses. Especially noteworthy
is the small proportion of CHINS counseled and then
released in relation to the proportion of those charged
with more serious offenses who were accorded this type
of disposition. : :

Interestingly, previous studies (Terry, 1967; Thorn-
berry, 1973) report that the seriousness of offense for
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TABLE 8  Severity of Accorded Disposition by Seriousness of. Offense
S?VETiW SERIOUSNESS OF OFFENSE
o S ] )
disposition Aicohol Misc. CHINS Drugs Auto Sex - Property Violent Total
Counseled and 88% 72% 3% 66%  45% 26%  52% 40% 50%
matter closed (78) (653) = (20) (373) (292) (10) - (901) (216) (2,543)
informal 4% 1% . 62% 11% 11% 10% 11% 5% 16%
supervision (4) {98) -(374) (83) {69) {(4) (195) (28) (835)
Petition 4% 8% 8% 1,1% 18% 29% 13% 24% 13%
continued (4} {69) (51) (64) {119) (11)  (230) (131) (679)
Formal 4% 7% 24% 1% 22% 24% 21% 23% 18%
probation (4) (87) (147)  (64)  (145) (9) (357) (128) (921)
Case transferred 0% 2% - 3% 1% 4% 11% 3% 8% 3%
to adult court {0) (15) {15) (3) (24) (4) 47) (41) (149)
or incarceration )

2% 17% 12% 1% 13% 1% 34% 10% 100%
Total (90) (902) (607) (567) (649) (38). (1,730) (544) (5,127)
Gamma = .15 Missihg cases = 573,

which the youth has been apprehended becomes less
important in the accordance of severe sanctions as one ,
moves through the juvenile justice system. That is to say,
the association between the seriousness of offense and
the type of disposition accorded to juveniles was found
to be greatest at the police level of screening and least at
the juvenile court level (Thornberry, 1973:44). This
finding is somewhat supported here, although we have
no information about police referral patterns. Our data
show that the seriousness of offense was more strongly
related to the decision to file a formal petition (gamma =
32),24 & form of screening, than to the severity of final
disposition (gamma = .15). -

In any event, there appears to have been a positive
but nonsubstantial relationship at the bivariate level of
analysis between the seriousness of the offense allegedly.
committed by the youth and the severity . of the
disposition eventually accorded by the court.

24This table is not shown here, For a complete discussion
of this relationship, see Cohen, 1974, pp. 181-182.

Type of Referral Agency and the Severity
of Accorded Disposition

According to our data, 88 percent of the 5,109
juveniles for whom we have information were referred to
the court by the police. The relationship between the
severity of dispositions meted out by social control
agents to juveniles and the type of agency which
initiated the referral has, to the best of; our knowledge,
been largely unexplored. As our data alfow us to ohserve
this relationship, we will consider it in our study.
Referrals by welfare agencies, parents, or school officials
will be classified as miscellaneous referrals.

In Table 9 we present the bivariate relationship
between the type of agency by which those appearing
before the juvenile court were referred and the severity
of accorded disposition. It appears that the agency of
referral is substantially related to the disposition at this
level of analysis. The gamma value of Table 9 (—41)
indicates that in general, those referred to the court by
miscellaneous agencies were more often the recipients of
severe dispositions (notably, formal probation) than
were those directed to the court by the police.
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TABLE 9 Severity of Accorded Disposition by Type of TABLE 10 - Severity of Accﬁfded‘_DiSDOSSfion by -
Referral Agency Detention Decision Outcomes
Severity . TYPEOF REFERRAL AGENCY Severity o DETENTION DEGISION
. ‘ ) ' : ' ouTCoO s
disposition Misc. agency? Police Total gifsposition " Not detained ‘ Detained " Total
Counseled ang 6% 55% . 50% . . 51% 39% 48%
matter closed (33) (24900 (2,523 f];{:l‘t’{:f'c‘fgszgd 3 (1780} - (419) (2,199)
Informal 61% 10% 16% ‘ ‘ 19% 5% 16%
supervision (376) (456) (832) slglf)zrrc}:ilon . ©89) (55) (744) -
Petition : 8% 14% 13% o~ 14% 13% 14%
continued (51) (628) (679) Petition (492) (139) (631)
Formal 22% ’ 18% 18% " 159 34% 19% ,
probation (137) (787) (924) gggi{oh . (514) (357) (871)
Case transferred 3% 3% - 3% o - 9% 3% -
Case transferred 1%
! ; ; or incarceration
; 12% 88% 100% : . 77% 23% 100% ‘
Total (614) ' (4,495) (5,109) Total . (3,507) (1,060) (4,567)
Gamma = — 41 Missing cases =591, Gamma = 35 Missing cases = 1,133, i o
a2 Includes schoo| officials, welfare agents and parents, " - :

tained and those placed under the protective custody of Case-Trea.‘tl:nen‘t and the Severity
detention had their petitions continued’ pending treat- of DlspOSltI(‘)n
ment, but those who were accorded the two most severe ' .

A An obvious discrepancy in the dispositions accorded Detention Decision Outcome and the Severity
to individuals referred by these two sources can be  of Accorded Dispositions :
found among those receiving the two least severe

oo , s decici ' ‘ informally or formally
o e o0 fer to The decision to handle a case informally or fo:

i dispositions. Only 6 percent of those referred to the The data provided by the Denver Juvenile Court types of dlSpOSlth.LﬂS (forrnfil probation an(;l tr;;x s ;rore by ‘a petition is made by intake personnel and the
court by miscellaneoys’ agencies were counseled ang permit the assessment of the relationship between the an adult court oii mcgcgrah;x)t :!f};:szo(?iz;oesriiiois. District Attomey’s office. When these parties agree that
released, but 55 percent of those referred by police were detention decision outcome and the severity of accorded apt to have been detaine Pr

i - [3 3 9. y 3 s ﬂle

‘The gamma value of this table (.35) is in excess of  the Juvenile’s case should tb_e ;:nzltl::i Sgizmailéy,then

that needed to establish' the existence of a substantial Y?Uth dIS ahIHOSfd sxelilt::ninfgrr'nal caporviaton, i her

i ip; it ‘ isi i released or placed us for : .

relationship; it thus appears-that the decision to detain Ie tion 15 Tod amnst e
i i ing i f a formal petition is filed against the youth,

the child made at an earlier stage of processing is i o tit . ded by 3 ot
j i ated dispositi disposition of his case will be accor ed by ar

substantially related to the. disposition accorded at a : stmenth
cauti 3 i judge, who almost always selects a “trea men

later ‘stage. However, we must caution the reader that it~ judge, 4 alv , Moo o

‘ i ing i io is, it may f the three most severe types of disposition:

i ible that this finding is spurious. That is, it may  one o three g e -

;jelljlos;:e that youths are vt%oth detained and accorded (petition continuation, formal probation, and case trans

severe dispositions for some other reason(s) that are not  fer or incarceration).

those placed under informal Supsrvision: 61 percent of indicate that 23 percent of th
those referred by miscellaneous agencies were given this information were detained prior
disposition as opposed to only 10 percent of those Table 10 indicates the rgiat
directed to the court by the police. Perhaps the control  tained jp each cell of the p
of available extraneous variables will help clarify this detention d
relationship. ‘

In sum, at the bivariate leve] of analysis, the source

ionship, which is maip.
ivariate table for the
ecision outcomes and the severity of disposi-
tions accorded by the court. Those juveniles who were
detained were significantly more apt to be accorded the
more severe dispositions than were those who were

G

o i by i ivari : is. It i e 11 presents the relationship between the ﬁnal

influence on the severity of the disposition accorded released without being detained. Specifically, those who mdlcatgd by the s1m ?Ie- Pwariatiulle'avi: ftsnliys;;pll:els disp‘(;l;?gins afcorded to juveniles referred to the court

, juveniles, Specifically, those who arrived before the  were released without detention were considerably more hoped _that Fhe‘ nfultwar_lat:h.ec a4 o in 1972 and the manner in which their cases were

court via miscellaneous agencies were generally accorded apt to have beepn accorded the two Jeast severe disposi- Iatgr will clarify thxs;el;tx{on Hp o : . '

;,. more Severe dispositions tha_n those - referred by the tions (counseling and informal Supervision). An almost § S ‘

} police. ' : ' equal percentage of those released without being de- f

; 28 ; 29
' |

A e s e

A

‘:,::»‘.X‘:;:‘.:LT?, SR b T T L T T PO o P P Sl o R e -




L o

TABLE 11 = Saverity of A i :
ccorded Disposition b
of Case Treatment 7Y Manner
Severity MANNER OF CASE
°f - TREATMENT
disposition Informatl .Formal Total
Counseled and 73%
0%
matter closed {2,440) {5) (244:3;/2)
Informal 279 ’
supervision (89&?) (g()% (91(?19?
Petition
: 0% 39% 9
continued (11} (68‘;) (61932/;
Formal
! 0% 53%
probation (11) (92%) (9138(;;)
Case transferred 9
10 adult court (g)A (gly;:) 2
Of Incarceration “53)
66% 34% 9
. % 100%
otal {3,368) {(1,759) (5,12;)
Gamma = .99 Missing cases = 573.

handled. As we would expect, the gamma value of thig
table is quite substantia] (.99), indicating an almost
?erfect relationship., Perhaps the most surprising findin

is that a few juveniles (less than ] percent) appear to bg
accorded severe dispositions without benefit of a formal

25 . X
youths xrrzher, énspe;:tlon of the data disclosed that these eight
; o'der, frequent, and serious offend ‘
immediately transferred tg cou rtenders who were

it rts of adul isdicti
Petitions were filed against them, ‘ ¢ urisdiction before
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were incarcerated in a juvenile institution or had their
Cases transferred to a coust of adult jurisdiction

Summary of the Bivariate Relétionships

offense with which a was
youth was charged w
to relate substanti : 8 ere not found

o the criterion: in
. ; 5 contrast
prew-ous sFudxes found these variables were an important’
consideration, influencin A

g the . aie
corded to children refery pe of disposition ac.

ed to the courts which had b
studied. Ethnicity, socioe i ! ofher
St . , conomic  status,

status” variables also oo ot

: - appear not to have been agso.
ciated with the severit i it
latec y of accorded dispositi

bivariate leve] of analysis, postions at the

T N S b e

Multivariate Findings

As ‘we have previously indicated, the analysis of
relationships when attributes are considered one at a
time in relation to the criterion often fails to provide
the researcher with a complete or accurate picture of the
interrelationships that occur within the data. Therefore,
it is often necessary to employ statistical procedures that
will allow for the assessment of the independent effects
of each of the attribute variables on the criterion, while
controlling simultaneously for the effects of the remain-
ing variables. To accomplish this purpose, we employed
step-wise multiple regression analysis.?® Furthermore, it
is often the case that relationships are not independent,
but result from the intéraction of variables; in which
case linear regression procedures would fail to uncover
these effects. To investigate the possibility that inter-
action effects occur within the data, we also utilized a
procedure called Predictive Attribute Analysis (PAA).27

The results of the regression analysis differ consid-
erably from those observed through the tabular presenta-
tions at the bivariate level of analysis. For heuristic
purposes, we will arbitrarily define beta weights equal to
or exceeding .10 as indicative of substantial relation-
ships. (For a summary of the relative magnitude of these
beta weights, see Appendix A.) The multivariate findings
indicate (in order of relative magnitude), that only the
independent effects of 1) the filing of a formal petition
(B=.373) and 2) the number of previous court referrals
(B = .111) were found to be substantially related to the

26 step-wise multiple regression each variable is entered
separately into the equation, whereas in a traditional multiple
regression solution, all variables are entered simultaneously. The
resulting equation takes the foilowing form:

Y =a+byXy +b,X, +.uuiin.... + b X, +e

Where: Y represents the dependent variable
a “is a constant
by....care least square regression coefficients
Xi. .. . represent various predictor variables such
as age, sex, and race, .
e is the residual error term representing unknown
variation.
With step-wise multiple regression each variable is entered on the
basis of its ability to account for the greatest amount of
variation in the criterion. Hence, this procedure enters variables
into the equation on the basis of their ability to increase the
explanatory (predictive} power of the equation. The R* which
results from these two types of regression analyses have similar
interpretations.
2TWith PAA our main concern is with the classification of

individuals by either the presence or absence of certain charac-
teristics or attributes related to the particular dependent variable

criterion when all known extraneous factors were
controlled. Hence, when statistical controls were entered
into the analysis, the type of referral agency and the
detention decision outcome were found not to relate
substantially with the severity of the accorded disposi-
tion, as was the case for the relationship observed at the
bivariate level, where tabular presentations were utilized
to measure effects. On the other hand, the regression
analysis indicated that although the direct effect of the
number of previous court referrals is apparently masked
at the bivariate level of analysis, it is substantially related
to the criterion when other variables were controlled.

As we have previously mentioned, the fact that
regression analysis identifies only direct (linear) relation-
ships makes it necessary for us to employ a multivariate
technique, which will allow us to systematically uncover
the indirect effects of variable or interaction patterns
that occur within the data. To accomplish this purpose,
we used PAA. Indeed, the use of this technique
uncovered the presence of a great deal of interaction
within the data (see Appendix B).

Like the regression analysis, our use of PAA
indicated that the case treatment decision (the decision
to file a formal petition) explained the greatest amount
of variation in the severity of accorded dispositions. Of
those 1,759 juvenile cases handled formally by the filing
of a petition, 61 percent received the most severe
dispositions (formal probation, incarceration, or transfer
to an aduit court), but only 0.5 percent of those (3,368)

under ‘analysis. Hohenstein (1969:140) outlines the rationale
behind this procedure:

The process divides the sample through a series of (splits)
into a set of mutually exclusive and exhaustive subsets, The
basic idea in the procedure is the sequential segregation of
subgroups, one at a time, so as to arrive af a set of
subgroups which will best be able to reduce the érror in
predicting the dependent variable. At any stage in the
branching process, the set of groups developed at that point
represents the best possible scheme for predicting the
dependent variable in that sample from the information
available,

Although PAA is generally performed with 'dichotomous '

variables, we employsd both dichotomous and polychotomous
variables, This alteration does not charige the basic logic of this
analytic tool.

When utilizing PAA, pre-determined splitting and stopping
rules are needed. The splitting rule establishes which subdivisions
are to be performed; the stopping rule indicates when the
subdivision process is to be terminated. Our splitting rule was
based on the selection of the variable that had the maximum
Kendall’s tau association with the criterion. For a subdivision to
be made, the tau value must have equaled or exceeded +.10.
With respect to our stopping rule, the analysis terminated when
the number of cases in a cell was less than 100, :
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youths whose cases were treated informally received
severe disposiytio‘hs.‘ Among those who were accorded
formal petitions, the number of prior court referrals wag
found to be the next most substantially related variable
to severe disposition rates. The proportion of Jjuveniles
)Vithin this group accorded the most severe dispositions
Increased directly with the number of times they had
previously been referred to the court. The data indicated
that 46 percent of the (466) juveniles formally peti-
tioned but having no prior court referrals were accorded
the most severe dispositions, whereas 59 percent of
(359) comparable youths with one, 69 percent of those
(502) with between two and four, and 78 percent of
(279) with five or more previous referrals received severe
dispositions. ‘ ‘

Among each of these prior refei‘ral‘subcategories,
detention decision outcomes were found to be the
variable next most strongly related to the imposition of
severe dispositions. In general, juveniles within these
various subcategories were more apt to be accorded
severe dispositions if they had been detained.

Our analysis further indicated the existence of
substantial interaction patterns among both those who
Were and those who were not detained within the
various prior referral subcategories. Among those who
had been accorded formal petitions, socioeconomic
status was found to be substantially associated with the
imposition of severe dispositions for youths with no
previous court referrals, who had been detained. Whereas
83 percent of the (60) middle status youngsters in this
group received severe dispositions, a lesser proportion
(55 percent) of the (40) lower status youths were
treated similarly, Among comparable youngsters who
were not detained, age emerged as the variable most
substantially related to the criterion. Whereas 53 percent
of the (66) 13- and 14-year-olds were accorded the most
severe dispositicns, 37 percent of the (138) 15- and
16-year-olds, and 27 percent of the (115) 17-year-olds
received similar “treatment ” ' o

Finally, one other substantial interaction’ pattemn
ascertained through the PAA occurred among those
accorded formal petitions, with between two and four
prior court referrals, who were not detained. The severe
disposition rate of this group was found to be most

substantially and inversely relafed tg the juvenile’s age
cohort. Whereas 82 percent of tho'  (11) 12 or younger
among this group were accor “d the most severe
dispositions, a decreasing proportion of the (35) 13- and
14-year-olds (74» percent), 15- and 16-year-olds (67
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percent), and those 17 (53 percent) received like

treatment.

The‘multivariate analysis of our data thus indicates
that the severity of disposition accorded by the juvenile
court was most strongly related to “legal” criteria, A
prior legal decision (case treatment decision) explaing
the greatest amount of the variation in the imposition of
severe dispositions, followed in turn by the number of
prior court referrals and, to a somewhat lesser extent
the detention decision outcome. In sum, then, the data{
show that those who had formal petitions filed against
them, those with the greatest number of prior court
referrals, and those who were detained prior to adjudi-
cation were consistently more apt than others to haye
been accorded the most severe dispositions at. the
mu!tivaxiate level of analysis, The child’s age and
Socioeconomic status were found to be related to the
severity of disposition only in subcategories or multiple
corubinations of the above predictor variables, with the
youngest and most affluent juveniles having received the
most severe dispositions. ‘

Summary and Conclusion

Our analysis has shown that the greatest amount of
variation in the nature and ‘severity of ““treatment”
meted out by the Denver Juvenile Court cap be
accounted for by what could be called “legally”’ releyans
variables. Qur findings indicate that in general, children
who had formal petitions filed against them, those with
the greatest number of prior court referrals, and those
who had been placed in detention prior to adjudication
were the most apt to haye been accorded severe
dispositions at the multivariate leve] of analysis.2® That
legal criteria rather than status variables appaiently
ef(plain the greatest amount of variation in the accorded
dispositions is not particularly surprising, first in view of
the findings of some previous research (Terry, 1967;
Mead, 1973),29 ang second, in_light of the fact thag
Denver has a progressive system that affords its juveniles
many of the procedural protections of the due process
model]. However, legal decisions appear to take on added

281;h. — '
Is conclusion is drawn from the results of both the

di ect.a ] e
nc
T nd Hdllect “eCtS uncovered 'through our v"lu'twa! 1ate

29The findings are, of course, in contrast to Thoitib .’
and Arnold's, . . 0 Thornberry’s
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explanatory importance as one; progresses through the

various stages of processing. Early “legal” decisions

appear to exert strong influence over subsequent deci-

sions, such that once a child is detained, the chance that

a formal petition will be filed against him appears to

increase greatly.®® Once a formal petition is filed against

the youth, thé probability that a severe disposition will
be accorded increases markedly. :

The apparent influence of prior legal decisions upon
subsequent processing decisions may occur for several
reasons. First, each previous “legal” decision may
increase presumption of the juvenile’s guilt in the eyes of
the persons making subsequent decisions. Secondly, the
decision to detain a child in the Denver system is
regarded as a serious one, to be used only when the
juvenile appears to represent a danger to himself or the
community. It may be that probation officers attempt
to “cover” themselves by recommending a petition be
filed against the juvenile, Detaining a child without the
subsequent filing of a petition may raise questions about
the necessity of the youth’s having been detained in the
first place. It is also possible that the factors that most
strongly influence decisions regarding detention, filing of
a formal petition, and the severity of accorded disposi-
tion are not reported in the case history record of the
child. Thus, much of the variation in each of these
decisions could be attributed to criteria for which
information is not available. Some of the possible factors
absent among our data perhaps related to these decisions
may reside in the interplay between the juvenile and
court functionaries. Among such factors could be the
child’s demeanor, attitudes, and apparent contrition.

Another possible explanation suggested by Emerson
(1969) offers another interpretation of our findings. In
carrying out their respective duties, juvenile officers,
probation functionaries, judges and referees must work
closely with one another. Each of these functionaries is
to one extent or another dependent on the services of
others. This interdependence is necessary for the court
to function smoothly, but it also creates obligations that
limit the extent of freedom with which these various
agencies may act.

3°The present analysis has failed to demonstrate this

relationship since we did not utilize the case treatment decision

as a criterion in this monograph. However, an earlier analysis

. shows conclusively that the detention decision outcome had a

substantial effect upon the case treatment decision at both the

bivariate and multivariate levels of analysis. See Cchen
{1974:164-208). ;

_ For example, if the Delinquency Control Division
tefers a child to the juvenile court and recommends that
the child be detained prior to adjudication, the ‘proba-
tion intake officer or referee may tacitly accept this
recommendation, even though the final responsibility
for the determination is theirs, For whatever réason, if
the D.C.D. fe¢ls the child deserves tough treatment, to
ignore the policeman’s recommendation makes for poor
working relationships between these agencies. Ultimately
it is the police who control the flow of traffic into the
probation department and provide the probation officer
with much of the informatior necessary to fill out court
reports; therefore, good probation/D.C.D. working rela-
tionships are essential. Hence, probation officers or
referees may feel pressure to follow police recommen-
dations. '

Similarly, the District Attomey may receive de-
mands from the D.C.D. that a formal petition be filed
against a particular child. As good working relationships
with the police are also essential for the Distrist
Attomey, he too may generally comply with these
wishes. '

Once the decision has been made to file a formal
petition, appearance before a juvenile court judge at a
formal hearing is almost a certainty. Upon adjudication,
judges almost exclusively limit their range of choices to
one of the three most severe dispositions. Hence, ayouth
appearing at a formal hearing is virtually assured of
receiving a relatively severe disposition. '

Therefore, it is possible that the mutual dependency

between agencies may greatly affect the manner in
which a child’s case is treated. Various functionaries of
the Denver system may respond towards youths on the
basis of judgments which have been made at prior stages
of processing by other functionaries with whom good
noncontradictory working relationships are necessary. If
the finding that prior legal decisions possibly have a
substantial bearing on the determination of latter legal
decisions is generalizable to other juvenile justice sys-
tems, then it is unfortunate that the courts are beginning
to focus on procedural rights for juveniles at the “most
visible” stage (the courts), while ignoring the possibility
that the most crucial decisions might be taking place at
“less visible™ stages. Perhaps it is at these “less visible”
stages where the greatest attention to procedural rights is
needed.?

3‘1 For a discussion of this issue see Fred Cohen, Selecting
Treatment and Correction Programs, Unpublished manuscript:
School of Criminal Justice, State University of New York at
Albany.
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Interestingly, our study has yielded no empirical
evidence to sustain the charge that certain categories of
young people are discriminated against by the juvenile
justice system. In particular, critics have charged that
minority youth, those from lower class familjes, and
other “less powerful” social categories are dealt with
more harshly by the court 32 Our findings concerning
these charges are different ihan those reported by
Arnold and Thornberry, but consistent with the results
of Terry’s study,

our findings. Had we used more conventional but lesg
sensitive measures, different resulis may have been
obtained, Finally, with the exception of Terry’s study,
the factors used here as independent, dependent, and

—_—
32For a summary of these charges, see Cohen, 1974, pp.
1-50.
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Arnold and Thomberry included more variables in their
analyses, the differences they observed between statug
variables and the severity of disposition may have
disappeared.

We cannot properly contend that oyr findings are
representative or even typical of other juvenile court
Systems in this country. Obviously, Denver has a very
progressive and somewhat unusual manner of processing

juveniles, However, these findings do necessitate the

qualification of widespread accusations charging that
discrimination on the basis of ascriptive criteria per-
meates our juvenile Jjustice system.

Finally, we wish to call to the reader’s attention an
obvious limitation of the present study. In some
instances (particularly in those where relationships are
assessed while many controls are applied simultane-

O A e I I LS sy

APPENDIX A

- Seriousness Of Offense:

N A N O

S e e N

Bivariate Correlations (r) and Beta Wei

. Independent Variable

Formal Petition: No/Yes
Number Of Prior Court Referrals
Detention: No/Yes

Referral Agency: Miscellaneous Agency/Police

Alcohol, Miscellaneous,
CHINS, Drugs/Sex, Auto Delinquency, Property
Crime, Violent Crime

Age

Ethnicity: White/Non-White

Family Stability: Intact Home/Disrupted Home

Sex: Female/Male

Socioeconomic Status: Non-Low/Low

Present Activity: Working Or In School/ldle

R=.71P

*Dependent variabie dichotomized as couqse[:g.a?gnmatt
incarceration or transfer to court of adult jurisdiction,

679
257
.266
—.040

161
—.026
.030
020
.033
—.010
.102

Beta

373
A1
.093
~.082

.038
-.033
-.028
-.017

.006
.003
.002

ghts Representing the Direct Effects of the independent
Variables on the Severity of Accorded Disposition*

R Square
Change?

461

.020
.001
005

.004
.003
.001
.001
.001
.000
.000

er closed, informal supervision, petition continued/formal probation,

isti d for by a specific
i i ich can be statistically accounte 2 Spec
. o e pependent variable whic ich indi he total amount of variation in
a2 indicates the amount gf variation in ( o, B3 oh car |ndlcate§ the : . |
pqued;cz:';grr‘%i:riable. e wnming this column we Obtamvaa?i]aegzl:]r?ncﬁ): best weighted combination of the independent variables

the dependent variable which can be attributed to the

b Multiple correlation coefficient.
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