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Courts with juvenile jurisdiction handled 
7 percent more delinquency cases in 
1989 than they did in 1985. During the 
same 5-year period, the rate of delin
quency cases per capita, that is, the 
number of cases disposed of by courts 
for every 1,000 juveniles in the popula
tion at risk of referral, increased 11 

• percent.' The per capita case rate for 
juveniles charged with offenses against 
persons (e.g., robbery, assault, and rape) 
increased 23 percent, while the rate for 
drug offenses (e.g., possession or sale) 
increased 6 percent. The number of 
juveniles waived to criminal court in
creased 78 percent from 1985 through 
1989; the number of waived drug cases 
increased 469 percent. 

• 

These are among the statistics that 
appear in Juvenile Court Statistics 1989, 

From the Administrator 

The Nation's juvenile courts handled 
1,189,200 delinquency cases in 1989. 
From 1985 through 1989, offenses against 
persons increased 18 percent. Aggravated 
assault cases increased by one-third, while 
criminal homicide cases increased by 
more than one-half (53 percent). 

In light of these statistics, it is not 
surprising that the number of juvenile 
cases waived to adult criminal courts in 
the same 5-year span increased 78 per
cent. In fact, the number of drug cases 

the latest in a series of reports estimating 
the number of cases handled each year 
by U.S. courts with juvenile jurisdiction. 
The report presents national estimates 
of petitioned and nonpetitioned delin
quency cases and petitioned status of
fense cases disposed of by courts with 
juvenile jurisdiction in 1989. Although 
courts with juvenile jurisdiction may 
handle a variety of cases, including 
abuse and neglect, adoption, and traffic 
cases, the report focuses on the disposi
tion of juveniles charged with criminal 
law violations and status offenses. 

In addition to national estimates, the 
report presents many subnational sta
tistics, providing details not found in 
the national estimates, as well as an 
appendix that presents caseload statis
tics for nearly all States and their larger 
jurisdictions. 

waived to adult courts increased more than 
four and one-half times (469 percent). 

The statistics noted above are among the 
key findings that appear in Juvenile Court 
Statistics 1989, an analysis of data in the 
National Juvenile Court Data Archive main
tained for the Office of Juvenile Justice and 
Delinquency Prevention by the National Cen
ter for Juvenile Justice. This Update summa
rizes the findings of this report, providing a 
protile of delinquency and status offense 
cases that came before our juvenile COUtiS 

in 1989. 

Other findings from Juvenile Court 
Statistics 1989 include: 

• In 58 percent of delinquency cases, 
the youth were charged with property 
offenses such as larceny or burglary. 

• Drug offenses were involved in 7 
percent, person offenses in 17 percent, 
and public order offenses in 18 percent 
of delinquency cases. 

I Juveniles at risk are defined as youth age 10 or 
older who would be under the jurisdiction of the 
juvenile court according to State law. The upper 
age of original juvenile court jurisdiction is 
defined by statute. In most States, this age is 17, 
but upper ages of jurisdiction range from 15 to 18. 
The calculation of the population at risk of referral 
controls for State variations in the upper age of 
juvenile court jurisdiction. 

The increases in caseloads noted in this 
Update underscore the challenges facing 
juvenile justice professionals in law en
forcement, courts, and corrections. It is 
my hope that this Update, and the report 
from which it is derived, will aid their 
efforts by increasing awareness of emerg
ing patterns that affect the operation of 
our juvenile justice system. 

Gerald (Jerry) P. Regier 
Acting Administrator 



• In 22 percent of delinquency cases, 
the youth stayed in secure juvenile 
detention facilities at some point 
between referral and disposition. 

• Use of secure detention for juveniles 
increased 13 percent from 1985 to 1989. 

• In 1989 courts handled half of their 
juvenile cases formally with the filing of 
a petition. 

• The courts waived youth to criminal 
court in 2.7 percent of formally handled 
cases in 1989, compared with 1.7 
percent in 1985. 

A delinquency offense occurs when a 
juvenile commits an act for which an 
adult could be prosecuted in criminal 
court (e.g., burglary, robbery, motor 
vehicle theft, and assault). Status 
offenses are acts for which an adult 
would not be prosecuted (e.g., posses
sion of alcohol, truancy, and running 
away from home). 

National estimates of the number of 
delinquency cases and petitioned status 
offense cases disposed of in 1989 are 
based on data from more than 1,400 
courts with jurisdiction over 57 percent 
of the U.S. juvenile population.2 

Delinquency cases 
In 1989 U.S. juvenile courts handled an 
estimated 1,189,200 delinquency cases. 
Person offenses such as homicide, rape, 
robbery, and assault were involved in 
206,300 cases, or 17 percent of delin
quency cases (table 1). Property offenses 
such as burglary, larceny-theft, arson, 
and vandalism were involved in 689,100 
cases, or 58 percent. Drug offenses were 
involved in 77 ,300 cases, or 7 percent 
of the juvenile court caseload. Public 
order offenses such as disorderly con
duct, obstruction of justice, and weapons 
offenses were involved in 216,500 
cases, or 18 percent. The most frequent 

2 For information on the estimation procedure, see 
the methods section in this Update or in Juvenile 
Court Statistics 1989. The national estimates for 
1985 through 1988 mentioned in this Update 
include revisions made subsequent to publication 
of other reports using these data. 

Table 1 

Delinquency Cases by Offense~989 

Offense Number of Cases 

Total Delinquency 1,189,200 

Person 206,300 

Criminal Homicide 2,000 

Forcible Rape 3,900 

Robbery 23,600 

Aggravated Assault 47,900 

Simple Assault 108,900 

Other Violent Sex Offenses 6,400 

Other Person Offenses 13,500 

Property 689,100 

Burglary 130,500 

Larceny-Theft 308,400 

Motor Vehicle Theft 66,9CO 

Arson 6,800 

Vandalism 82,600 

Trespassing 47,400 

Stolen Property Offenses 24,200 

Other Property Offenses 22,300 

Drug law Violations 77,300 

Public Order 216,500 

Obstruction of Justice 82,100 

Disorderly Conduct 48,000 

Weapons Offenses 25,300 

Liquor Law Violations 12,600 

Nonviolent Sex Offenses 12,500 

Other Public Order Offenses 36,100 

Note: Detail may not add to totals because of rounding. 
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Table 2 

Percent Change in Delinquency Cases and Case Rates, 1985-1989 

Cases per 1,000 
Offense Number of Cases Youth at Risk 

Percent Percent 
1985 1989 Change 1985 1989 Change 

Delinquency 1,111,800 1,189,200 7% 42.2 47.0 11% 

Person 175,300 206,300 18 6.7 8.2 23 

Property 662,600 689,100 4 25.1 27.2 8 

Drugs 76,200 77,300 2.9 3.1 6 

Public Order 197,600 216,500 10 7.5 8.6 14 

Note: Detail may not add to totals because of rounding. 

Figure 1 

Offense Characteristics of Delinquency Cases by Age at Referral, 1989 
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charge was larceny-theft, the most 
serious offense charged in 308,400 
cases. 

The number of delinquency cases 
increased 7 percent from 1985 to i 989. 
Changes in case volume varied by of
fense. While the number of person 
offense cases increased 18 percent, 
aggravated assault cases increased 33 
percent, and criminal homicide cases 
increased 53 percent. The number of 
forcible rape and robbery cases, how
ever, decreased 8 percent. 

Cases involving property offenses in
creased 4 percent from 1985 to 1989, 
with motor vehicle theft increasing 86 
percent. In one year, from 1988 to 1989, 
motor vehicle theft cases increased 23 
percent. Juvenile liquor law violations 
decreased 32 percent from 1985 to 1989, 
and weapons offense cases increased 27 
percent. However, drug law violations 
changed little, increasing just I percent. 

The 1,189,200 delinquency cases 
handled by the Nation's juvenile courts 
in 1989 corresponded to a rate of 47 
cases for every 1,000 juveniles in the 
U.S. population at risk of referral (table 
2). From 1985 through 1989, the de
linquency case rate increased II percent. 
The rate of person offense cases in
creased 23 percent, from 6.7 to 8.2 cases 
per 1,000 youth at risk. The case rate 
for drug offenses increased 6 percent. 

More than 40 percent of delinquency 
cases involved youth older than 16. 
While 10 percent of the cases among 
these older youth involved drug of
fenses, 53 percent involved property 
offenses (figure I). Among cases in
volving youth younger than 16, only 4 
percent involved drug offenses, and 62 
percent involved property offenses. 

Delinquency case rates increased 
markedly with age (figure 2). While the 
delinquency case rate for 14-year-olds 
was 56 cases per 1,000 youth at risk, the 
rate for 15-year-olds was more than 30 
percent higher than that of 14-year-olds, 
and the rate for 16-year-olds was 22 
percent higher than that of 15-year-olds. 
For every 1,000 16-year-olds at risk, 
juvenile courts handled 90 cases. 



Figure 2 

Delinquency Case Rates by Age at Referral, 1989 
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Table 3 

16 

93.1 

17 
Age 

Percent Change in DeHnquency Cases by Sex and Race, 1985-1989 

Number of Cases Percent 
Offense 1985 1989 Change 

Male 900,800 968,500 8% 
Person 140,600 165,500 18 
Property 542,100 564,200 4 
Drugs 62,900 66,600 6 
Public Order 155,200 172,200 11 

Female 210,900 220,800 5% 
Person. 34,700 40,800 18 
Property 120,500 124,900 4 
Drugs 13,300 10,700 -20 
Public Order 42,400 44,300 5 

White 804,900 801,700 0% 
Person 101,500 114,900 13 
Property 489,800 490,100 ° Drugs 61,000 44,700 -27 
Public Order 152,600 152,000 0 

Nonwhite 306,900 387,600 26% 
Person 73,800 91,400 24 
Property 172,800 199,000 15 
Drugs 15,300 32,600 114 
Public Order 45,000 64,500 43 

--.-.- .... -~.~--~ .. -.--~ 

Note: Detail may not add to totals because of rounding. 
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Males were involved in 81 percent of 
delinquency cases. Their delinquency 
rate was 4 times greater than that of 
females, 75 cases per 1,000 compared 
with 18. Drug offense cases involved the 
highest percentage of males (86 per
cent), while person offense and public 
order cases involved the grea{p.st pro
portion of females (20 percent each). 

The number of cases involving males 
increased 8 percent from 1985 to 1989; 
the number of cases involving females 
increased 5 percent (table 3). Person 
offense cases increased 18 percent, and 
property cases increased 4 percent 
among both males and females. Drug 
cases involving males increased 6 
percent, while drug cases involving 
females decreased 20 percent. 

• 

Most delinquency cases in 1989 in
volved white youth.J Cases involving 
white youth outnumbered cases involv
ing nonwhite youth by more than 2 to I. 
From 1985 to 1989, however, the num
ber of delinquency cases involving 
white youth remained relatively con- • 
stant, while the number involving 
nonwhite youth increased 26 percent. 

Among both white and nonwhite youth, 
more than half of the delinquency cases 
in 1989 involved a property offense. 
However, 24 percent of those cases in-
volving nonwhites were for person 
offenses, compared with 14 percent of 
cases involving white youth. The non-
white caseload contained a slightly 
larger proportion of drug law violations. 
While drug cases involving white youth 
decreased 27 percent from 1985 to 1989, 
drug cases involving nonwhite youth 
increased 114 percent. 

Delinquency case rates for nonwhite 
youth were significantly higher than the 
corresponding rates for white youth. In 
1989 the case rate for nonwhites was 
nearly double the case rate for whites 
(77.7 per 1,000 compared with 39.5). 
The case rate for person offenses dif
fered considerably by race (18.3 for 

1 In 1989 whites made lip 80 percent of the • 
Nation's youth population at risk. In both court 
and populatk'l1 data, almost all youth of Hispanic . 
ethnicity are included in the white racial category. 



• nonwhites, 5.7 for whites), as did the 
case rate for drug offenses (6.5 for 
nonwhites, 2.2 for whites). 

Source of referral 
Delinquency and status offense cases 
arrive in juvenile court after referrals by 
law enforcement, social service agen
cies, parents, schools, probation officers, 
and victims. In 1989 law enforcement 
accounted for more than 8 of every 10 
delinquency referrals (figure 3). Law 
enforcement agencies referred almost 
all drug offenses (92 percent), property 
offenses (89 percent), person offense 
cases (81 percent), and the majority of 
public order offenses (59 percent) to the 
juvenile court. 

Detention 
Juveniles often stay in detention facil
ities at some point between referral to 
court and case disposition. In 22 percent 
of delinquency cases in 1989, authorities 

• 
detained the juvenile prior to disposi
tion. The use of detention in delin
quency cases increased 13 percent from 
1985 to 1989 (table 4). 

The detention rate in cases involving 
property offenses increased 4 percent, 
while detention among youth involved 
in drug cases increased 71 percent. Be
cause of the large volume of property 
cases, nearly half of the detentions in 
1989 involved youth charged with 
property offenses (119,800). 

Among cases involving male juveniles, 
the use of detention increased from 21 
percent in 1985 to 23 percent in 1989 
(table 5). Among drug cases involving 
males, the detention rate climbed from 
22 percent to 38 percent. Females were 
detained in 18 percent of cases in both 
1985 and 1989. Females charged with 
drug offenses, however, were more 
likely to be detained in 1989 (28 
percent) than in 1985 (19 percent). 

The use of detention in cases involv
ing nonwhite juveniles exceeded the 

• 
detention rate for white juveniles in 
1989 (28 percent and 19 percent, 
respectively). Among drug law viola-
tors, there were significant racial 

Table 4 

Percent Change in Delinquency Cases Detained, 1985-1989 

Number of Cases 
Offense 1985 1989 

Delinquency 229,600 259,400 
Person 44,200 53,200 
Property 115,500 119,800 
Drugs 16,500 28,300 
Public Order 53,400 58,200 

Note: Detail may not add to totals because of rounding. 

Table 5 

Percent of Delinquency Cases Detained by Sex and Race, 
1985 and 1989 

Offense 1985 

Male 21% 
Person 27 
Property 18 
Drugs 22 
Public Order 27 

Female 18% 
Person 18 
Property 13 
Drugs 19 
Public Order 29 

White 19% 
Person 22 
Property 16 
Drugs 19 
Public Order 26 

Nonwhite 26% 
Person 30 
Property 22 
Drugs 33 
Public Order 32 
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1989 

23% 
27 
18 
38 
27 

18% 
20 
13 
28 
26 

19% 
22 
15 
23 
26 

28% 
31 
23 
55 
30 



Figure 3 

Source of Referral of Delinquency Cases by Offense, 1989 
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Figure 4 

Juvenile Court Processing of Delinquency Cases, 1989 
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differences in the increased use of 
detention. From 1985 to 1989, while the 
use of detention for drug cases involving 
white youth increased slightly (19 
percent to 23 percent), detention for 
drug cases involving nonwhite youth 
increased from 33 percent to 55 percent. 

Care should be exercised when inter
preting age, sex, or racial differences in 
the handling of juveniles, because not all 
reported statistics control for variations 
in the seriousness of the offense or the 
prior court history of the juvenile. 

Case processing 
When authorities refer juveniles to 
court, an intake officer or judge must 
first decide whether to handle the case 
informally or formally. Informal cases, 
which comprised half the cases in 1989, 
do not involve petitions or adjudicatory 
or waiver hearings. In 1989 juvenile 
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Nonadjudicated Probation 58,600 26% 
225,300 38% 
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.ourts dismissed 56 percent of informal 
(nonpetitioned) cases either for lack of 
evidence or because the cases ended with 
the youth receiving a warning or counsel
ing (figure 4). In 25 percent of informal 
cases, the juveniles agreed to probation; 
19 percent of infornml cases involved 
other informal dispositions. 

Waiver. Before continuing with formal 
handling, the juvenile court may also 
decide to waive its jurisdiction and 
transfer the case to criminal (adult) court. 
The decision to waive jurisdiction is 
often based on the seriousness of the 
offense and on whether the youth is 
perceived as being amenable to rehabili
tation in the juvenile court. 

Waiving a case to adult court is rare. 
Only 1.7 percent of all fotmally proc
essed delinquency cases moved to adult 
court in 1985; 2.7 percent were. waived 
in 1989 (table 6). Cases involving person 
offenses were most likely to be waived in 
1985 (3.1 percent), while in 1989 drug 
cases were most likely to be waived (5.2 

.ercent). 

The number of waived cases increased 78 
percent from 1985 to 1989, with the 
number of waived drug offense cases 
increasing 469 percent (table 7). Never
theless, property offense cases accounted 
for nearly half the cases waived in 1989. 

Adjudication and disposition. In the 
majority of formally handled cases, an 
adjudicatory hearing is held, rather than a 
waiver hearing. At the hearing, the court 
detetmines whether the youth will be 
adjudicated, and if so, whether the youth 
will be adjudicated as a delinquent or as a 
status offender. The court then makes a 
disposition decision, which could include 
commitment to a residential facility, 
probation, referral to another agency or 
treatment program, fines, restitution, or 
community service. Dispositional orders 
often include multiple sanctions-for 
example, probation plus restitution and 
community service. Fifty-nine percent of 
all formally processed delinquency cases 
in 1989 resulted in adjudication (table 8); 
32 percent of these juveniles were sent 

'. residential facilities, while 57 per
ent were placed on formal probation 

(table 9). 

Table 6 

Percent of Petitioned Delinquency Cases Waived to 
Criminal Court, 1985 and 1989 

Offense 1985 

Delinquency 1.7% 
Person 3.1 
Property 1.6 
Drugs 1.3 
Public Order 0.8 

Table 7 

1989 

2.7% 
4.1 
2.4 
5.2 
1.0 

Percent Change in Petitioned Delinquency Cases Waived to 
Criminal Court, 1985-1989 

Number of Cases Percent 
Offense 1985 1989 Change 

Delinquency 9,000 16,000 78% 
Person 3,000 4,600 54 
Property 4,800 7,800 63 
Drugs 400 2,500 469 
Public Order 700 1,000 40 

Note: Detail may not add to totals because of rounding. 

Table 8 

Percent of Petitioned Delinquency Cases Adjudicated, 1985 and 1989 

Offense 1985 1989 

Delinquency 65% 59% 
Person 58 54 
Property 66 59 
Drugs 69 63 
Public Order 69 63 

7 



From 1985 to 1989 the use of out-of
home placement for adjudicated delin
quency cases increased only slightly, 
from 29 percent to 32 percent. The 
largest change occurred among drug 
cases. In 1989,37 percent of drug of
fense cases ended in out-of-home place
ment compared with 24 percent in 1985. 
A corresponding decrease occurred in 
the use of probation for youth involved 
in drug offense cases, from 63 percent 
to 55 percent. 

Petitioned status 
offense cases 
Juvenile courts formally handled 76,700 
status offense cases in 1989 (table 10).4 
Nearly one-third of these cases involved 
juvenile liquor law' violations. Truancy 
cases accounted for another 27 percent; 
ungovernability cases, 14 percent; run
away cases, 15 percent; and other types 
of status offenses such as curfew vio
lations accounted for the remaining 11 
percent. 

The nature of petitioned status offense 
cases changed considerably between 
1985 and 1989. Liquor law violations 
increased 57 percent, while runaway and 
ungovernability cases declined 31 per
cent and 34 percent, respectively. 

Youth under 16 years of age were 
involved in more than half (57 percent) 
of the formal status offense cases in 
1989. These youth were more likely to 
be involved in truancy cases (40 per
cent) than liquor law violation cases 
(12 percent). The opposite held true for 
youth older than 16. They were involved 
in liquor violation cases (58 percent) 

4 In many communities, social service agencies, 
family crisis units, and county attorneys-rather 
than the juvenile courts-have assumed responsi
bility for screening and diverting alleged status 
offenders. National estimates of informally 
handled status offense cases are not calculated 
because of great differences in intake and 
screening procedures. The national estimates 
presented here and in Juvenile Court Statistics 
1989 focus on formally handled (petitioned) status 
offense cases. Readers interested in the nature of 
informally handled status offense cases can review 
the subnational statistics presented in chapter 4 of 
Juvellile COllrt Statistics 1989. 

more often than in truancy cases 
(10 percent). 

Forty-one percent of petitioned status 
offense cases involved females. Males 
and females were equally represented 
in truancy and ungovernability cases. 
Males accounted for three out of four 
liquor law violation cases (74 percent), 

Table 9 

while the majority of runaway cases 
involved females (62 percent). • 
White youth were involved in 78 percent 
of the formal status offense cases, which 
is comparable to their representation in 
the U.S. youth popUlation. White youth 
were involved in 71 percent of truancy 
cases, 68 percent of ungovernability 

Percent of Adjudicated Delinquency Cases Placed Out-of-Home 
and on Formal Probation, 1985 and 1989 

Placed Out·of·Home 
Delinquency 

Person 
Property 
Drugs 
Public Order 

Placed on Formal Probation 
Delinquency 

Person 
Property 
Drugs 
Public Order 

Table 10 

1985 

29% 

31 

26 

24 

36 

57% 
56 

59 

63 

51 

1989 

32% 

35 

28 

37 

40 

57% 
56 

60 

55 

51 

Percent Change in Petitioned Status Offense Cases and 
Case Rates, 1985-1989 

Cases per 1,000 
Offense Number of Cases Youth at Risk 

Percent Percent 
1985 1989 Change 1985 1989 Change 

Status Offense 77,400 76,700 ·1% 2.9 3.0 3% 
Runaway 17,100 11,800 -31 0.6 0.5 -28 

Truancy 22,700 20,900 -8 0.9 0.8 -4 

Ungovernable 16,700 11,000 -34 0.6 0.4 -31 

Liquor 15,600 24,400 57 0.6 1.0 64 

8 



, 

• cases. 76 percent of runaway cases, and 
93 percent of liquor law violation cases. 

Source of referral 
Law enforcement agencies referred 41 
percent of the formal status offense cases 
handled by juvenile courts in 1989. The 
source of referral varied by offense. Law 
enforcement referred 91 percent of liquor 
law violation cases, 34 percent of run
away cases, 16 percent of truancy cases, 
and 8 percent of ungovernability cases. 

• 

were detained in 1989, 38 percent in
volved a youth charged as a runaway. 

Case processing 
Sixty-three percent of petitioned status 
offense cases in 1989 ended in adjudica
tion (figure 5). Adjudication was most 
common in cases involving truancy 
(67 percent) and ungovernability (68 

Table 11 

percent) and least likely in runaway 
cases (50 percent). As in delinquency 
cases, probation was the most common 
disposition for adjudicated status of
fenders. Nearly two-thirds (65 percent) 
of adjudicated status offenders received 
probation, 18 percent were placed out
side the home, and 12 percent received 
some other sanction such as restitution 
or community service. 

Detention 
Percent Change in Petitioned Status Offense Cases Detained, 
1985-1989 

Juvenile detention was used in 6,500 
petitioned status offense cases in 1989 
(table II). The use of detention declined 
from 1985 to 1989, from 17 percent 

Number of Cases Percent 
Offense 1985 

(\ 2,900 of 77 ,400 cases) to 8 percent 
(6,500 of 76,700 cases). Detention was 
least likely in cases of truancy (2 per
cent) and most likely in runaway cases 
(21 percent). Runaways also accounted 
for the largest group of detained status 

Status Offense 12,900 

_ ffenders. Of the estimated 6,500 pe
itioned status offense cases where youth 

Figure 5 
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1989 Change 

6,500 -50% 

2,500 -56 

500 -71 

1,200 -65 

1,200 -4 

Placl3ment 8,800 18% 

Probation 31,300 65% 

63% 
Other 6,000 12% 

Dismissed 1,900 4% 

Placement 400 1% 

Probation 4,700 16% 

37% 
Olher 5,500 19% 

Dismissed 18,100 63% 
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