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Summary 
In the past three decades, state and local governments implemented a variety of reform strategies 
to reduce the youth justice system’s reliance on confinement facilities and to serve as many 
youth as possible in their own homes or at least in their own communities when removal from 
the home is warranted. The various reform strategies may be conceptualized as relying on three 
distinct but interrelated mechanisms: resolution, reinvestment, and realignment (Butts and Evans 
2011). Resolution refers to the use of managerial authority and administrative directives to 
influence system change; reinvestment entails the use of financial incentives to encourage system 
change; and realignment employs organizational and structural modifications to create new 
systems. This report describes the history and implementation of the most well-known reform 
initiatives that draw upon one or more of these mechanisms to achieve system change and it 
considers their impact on juvenile confinement at the state and local level. 
 
Introduction 
In recent years, advocates for juvenile justice reform have welcomed a growing trend. State and 
local jurisdictions have begun to shift policies and practices toward treating and supervising 
young offenders in their own communities, instead of incarcerating them in distant correctional 
institutions operated by state government. The timing of these reforms is probably not 
coincidental. Rates of serious and violent youth crime have plummeted for more than 15 years 
(Butts 2012), and governmental budgets are strained due to lingering effects of the deep 
recession that began in 2008. 
 
 Because juvenile crime rates have fallen nationwide even as fewer youth have been incarcerated 
and the youth population has grown, many policymakers searching for smart ways to keep the 
public safe while reducing costs have implemented reforms that limit the use of secure 
confinement for young offenders. What will happen if juvenile crime rates rise and the economy 
recovers? In such an environment, would policymakers reverse the recent reforms in spite of 
their effectiveness in saving money and protecting the public safety? The question facing the 
youth justice field today is, “will the reforms last?” 
 
 In 2011, the John Jay College of Criminal Justice Research and Evaluation Center reviewed the 
history and impact of the leading reform efforts to limit the use of secure confinement for young 
offenders (Butts and Evans 2011). We found that reform initiatives rely, generally speaking, on 
three strategies for achieving system change: 
 
• resolution (direct managerial influence over system behavior); 
 
• reinvestment (financial incentives to change system behavior); and 
 
• realignment (organizational and structural modifications to alter system behavior). 
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 Of course, the strategies are not mutually exclusive. A number of reform initiatives that rely 
largely on realignment began with financial reinvestment efforts, and all reforms could be 
described as beginning with the resolution of managers and administrators. 
 
 The various initiatives borrow extensively from one another and later approaches are 
undoubtedly inspired by previous efforts. California’s Probation Subsidy, for example, clearly 
provided the foundation for Pennsylvania’s Act 148, and both initiatives influenced the design of 
Wisconsin Youth Aids. Redeploy Illinois drew heavily from the lessons learned by policymakers 
implementing RECLAIM Ohio. Most of the initiatives continue to change and develop, but they 
are presented here in chronological order according to the time of their earliest appearance to 
illustrate the evolution of each reform strategy. 
 
 State and local governments continue to implement youth justice reform initiatives that use one 
or more of the three strategies we described in our 2011 report. This report provides more 
detailed information about these reform efforts. The goal of the report, much like our previous 
report, is to clarify the distinctions between the three models, and to show why, in our view, 
realignment is more likely than either resolution or reinvestment to result in system changes that 
are sustainable. 
 
Conclusion 
Although one would expect the crime rate to drive incarceration rates, there often is no 
relationship. Sometimes, the prevalence of incarceration correlates with the crime rate, other 
times, the two deviate completely. As we have seen in the examples above, incarceration is the 
result of policy choices. Policymakers allocate a certain amount of funding for juvenile justice 
services and decide how to distribute these funds among secure facilities and alternatives to 
incarceration. When suitable alternatives exist, juvenile courts are likely to utilize them for youth 
who might be responsive to community-based supervision and/or treatment. For jurisdictions that 
have no dispositional options other than confinement and probation, confinement rates are likely 
to be inflated. 
 
Many states are exploring policies for reducing youth confinement. Confinement is a simple 
solution for handling troubled youth, but its consequences are complex. Secure facilities are 
often hundreds of miles away from the homes and families of delinquent youth, and they may 
receive minimal rehabilitation, if any, while confined. Community-based dispositions are often 
more effective (or at least no worse) than confinement, because courts and program coordinators 
can tailor dispositions to the individual needs of youth. For policymakers facing budget cuts and 
the need to reduce expenditures, community-based dispositions are often more cost-efficient than 
confinement. 
 
This report describes reforms being used across the country to reduce state dependence on 
confinement. Some states have pursued strategies classified as resolution; others have pursued 
reinvestment or realignment — and some, like California and New York, have tried more than 
one of these strategies, sometimes by blending them (Butts and Evans 2011). All of the 
strategies, however, share a common goal: localizing juvenile justice management and 
eliminating the incentives that often lead to over-incarceration. 
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 The important question for policymakers is: what happens to these reforms when crime rates 
increase, state budgets grow, or political change occurs? While resolution strategies may force 
state and county governments to seek alternative placements in the short-term, a state can simply 
build or expand facilities over time. Massachusetts shut down its residential youth facilities in 
1972, but the Massachusetts Department of Youth Services currently operates 56 facilities, 
ranging from secure group homes to highly secure locked units (Sylva 2011). 
 
Similarly, states can (and do) scale back on incarceration by relying on reinvestment strategies 
that alter budget allocations, but these arrangements are reversible. Deschutes County, Oregon 
launched a reinvestment initiative to reduce its youth confinement and earn state funding for 
community-based alternatives. After the six-year pilot ended, the county discontinued the 
initiative. 
 
Realignment, by comparison, may be more durable, because it requires each county or region to 
build its own localized system. It is difficult to restore a centralized state agency that has been 
eliminated and replaced with smaller agencies managed at the local level. Realignment 
decentralizes state functions and enables communities to take control of decisionmaking and 
policy implementation. Realignment strategies may be more resistant to policy changes and 
fluctuations in crime rates. The realignment approach, however, is relatively new. It may be too 
soon to assess its long-term effectiveness. But, to the extent that realignment results in a basic 
reorganization of management and responsibility for youth justice, it may be the best way for 
states to fund and oversee juvenile justice. 


