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Overrepresentation of Minority Youth in Oregon's 
Juvenile Justice System: Recent Findings 

What Is This Report About? 

The purpose of this resea.rch summary is to highlight 
the major findings and implications of the Oregon Com
munity Children and Youth Services Commission's 
(OCCYSC's) recent federally funded research on the 
ovcrrepresentatioo of minority youth in the juvenile justice 
system. This research focuses on (1) the extent of such 
overrepresentation statewide and in Oregon's three largest 
counties. (2) the points in juvenile justice system process
ing at which it is most likely to occur. and (3) the implica
tions of the current research for future policy research on 
the reasons for sUch overrepresentation. 

What Is The History Behind the 
Reported Research? 

'"lle overrepresentation of minority youth and their 
diffe;ential treatment in the juvenile justice system have 
become major concerns of policy makers in recent years. 
A growing body of research literature confums that at 
each decision point along the juvenile justice processing 
continuum (from initial referral to finaI disposition) 
minority youth are disproportionately represented - at least 
in terms of their numbers in the general youth population 
at risk (ages 12-17). Of special concern is the consistent 
finding that minority youth are overrepresented in juvenile 
institutions (Le .• in secure facilities such as detention 
facilities and training schools).' 

While research on the extent of such disproportionate 
representation and the reasons for its existence has only 
just begun. many serious research projects are now 
underway. Likewise. while the lack of program initiatives 
and policy statements addressing this problem is evident 
in many areas. two recent developments are dramatically 
shaping state and local efforts both to collect data on the 
problem and to develop and implement action strategies 
focusing on racial equality across the juvenile justice 
system. 

First. dwiog the 1988 Reauthorization of the Juvenile 
Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act (JIDPA) of 1974, 
Section 223(a)(23) was amended to establish a new 
mandate requiring states to determine whether or not 
minority youth are being confined in disproportionate 
numbers in secure facilities and to create a strategy foc 
addressing racial inequality where it is present. 

Second. as pan of this JJDPA mandate to reduce the 
disproportionate instirutionaljzation of minority youth, the 
federal Offlce of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Preven
tion (OJIDP) developed a discretionary grant program 
referred to as the Special Emphasis Minority Program to 
set up. through a competitive process among the states. 
fi ve pilQ{ programs for addressing the problem of dispr0-
portionate confinement of minority youth in secure 
facilities. Oregon was selected as one of the five pilot 
states. along with Arizona. Florida. Iowa. and North 
Carolina. 

As pan of Oregon's Phase I efforts under this pr0-

gram. the OCCYSC conducted research to make an overall 
determination of the current stanIS of minority youth in the 
juvenile justice systems in three pilot counties - Lane. 
Marion. and Mnltnomah - and to determine. to the extent 
possible. the nature of and reasons for this overrepresenta
tien. The remaining sections of ~ research summary 
describe the research conducted, what was learned from it, 
and the implications for further policy research and 
inquiry. 

What Research Tasks and 
Issues Are Involved? 

Resea.'"Ch on minority overrepresentation in the 
juvenile justice system involves a complex set of methodo
logical issues, one of which is explaining the interplay of 
several causal factors. Along these lines. the Coalition for 
Juvenile Justice (formerly the National Coalition of State 
Juvenile Justice Advisory Groups) noted that, ror over 
twenty years solid research has pointed out the more 
complicated picture. that numerous variables are associated 
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with db-proportionate representation of minorities in the 
juvenile justice system and at various stages within that 
system."l .. 

Two major perspectives are used for explaining 
minority youth oye:rrepresentation. One (the soOo«:onom
ic perspective) is based on the notion £hat the nature and 
volume of offenses committed by minority youth are the 
real issue. Because of unfavorable social and economic 
conditions or baclcground. minority youth are commiuing 
more serious crimes and committing crimes more often, 
ac::ounting for their greater number in the juvenile justice 
system. 

The second perspective (the selection bias persp~
rive) states that the problem is the result of differential 
handling of majority and minority youth in the system. 
This system employs. unintentionally or not, a selection 
bias through which disproportionate numbers of minority 
youth are processed and treated differently and more 
harshly regardless of their criminal background. Often 
these effects are subtle " .. .and there is evidence that small 
racial differences may accumulate and become mere pr0-

nounced as minority youth IXUgre5S deeper into the 
system."J Keeping these two perspectives in mind, and 
the complexity of the analytical tasks at hand, let's turn to 
the research and the kinds of data examined. 

What Kinds of Research Data 
Were Collected? 

rust, the quantitari ve research was preceded by more 
qualitative research in the fonn of focus group interviews. 
Focus groups are basically small groups ( • .!sually less than 
a dozen people) who engage in carefully planned discus
sion (usually around a few basic questions) designed to 
obtain perceptions. in a permissive, non-threatening 
environment, about a defined area of interest. 4 Focus 
groups are not randomly selected individuals, but indivi
duals theoretically selected to provide additional insights 
into an area of inquiry.5 The focus groups selected from 
each of the pilot COUll ties were professionals and others 
familiar with juvenile justice system processing tssues. 

A second source of dala, "summary" data., consisted 
of aggregate data compiled from such sources as law en
forcement agencies, juvenile courts/departments., and 
Children's Services Division (CSD) institutions. 

A third source of data included "system" or client 
rraclcin g sys tern da ta. These data inc I uded client-based 
data on groups of juvenile department referrals as they 
moved through juvenile justice system processing. These 
data provide. on a case-by-case basis, information on 
decisions made and dispositions recorded as juvenile 
deparunent and court cases are processed through the 
syslem from point of arrest or referral to eventual case 
disposition. 
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What Were the Summary Data 
Findings Statewide and Across 
the Three Pilot Counties? 

Analysis of census data, juvenile arrest data. juvenile 
departmel1( referral data, and CSD training school commit
ment and close custody ward data resulted in the use of a 
db-proportioDate representlltion index (DR!) for statisti
cal analysis. The index computation is quile simple: It is 
a comparison in percentage terms of the proportion of a 
specific racial or ethnic you th group processed at a certain 
point in the juvenile justice system compared to the 
proportion of !his group in the youth pop ulation at risk.. 
For example. if ! 0% of the 12-17 year old population are 
African Americans and they account for 25% of the 
arrests for serious (FBI IndeJ..) offenses, the index would 
have a value of 2.5 (or 25% divided by 10%) indicating 
that this group is 25 times more lil::e1y than their numbers 
in the at risk population suggest to be represented am on g 
those arres!ed for serious crime. Values greater than 1.0 
mean that disproportionate representation exists. A value 
under 1.0 means that a group is underrepresented, and a 
value of exactly 1.0 indicates a one-to-ooe ratio or propor
tionate representation. 

Statewide summary data analyzed nsing the dispropor
tionate representation index (DRI) values indicate that 
African American youth are particulmiy Iike.ly to be 
overrepresented at every decision point from a:m:st and 

juvenile department referral to final case disposition (i.e .. 
training school commiunent or close custody wardship). 
The DRI values for African American youth range from 
2.6 to 5.9 and are greater at the bad: end of the system 
(i.e .• for training school commilmellt and close costody 
wards) than at the front end of the system (i.e.., at point of 
arrest or referral). With the jX)SSible exception of some 
slight disproportionate representation of Nari ve Americans 
in detention and training schools, and of Hispanic youth in 
detention, no other group of youth appears overrepresent
ed. 

DRI analysis of the summary data for the three pilot 
counties indicates that across all three counties (Lane. 
Marion, and Multnomab) and at each major decision point, 
African American youth are much mere likely than other 
minority youth to be disproportionately represented.. 1k 
pattern of overrepresentation for other minority youth 
(notably Native American and Hispanic youth) is less 
pronounced and does not eXlend to all decision points. 
However. for some decision points such as training school 
commilment (represented by all commitments for the 1990 
calendar year and all CSD close custody wards - ma.inly 
training school and camp wards - noted on January 1. 
1990), the numbers for computing DRl values are quite 
small and require some caution when analyzing these 
data,6 • 
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What Were the Focus 
Group Findings? 

Focus group participants (mainly juvenile justice 
system professionals) in the three pilot counties were 
asked a series of questions on reasons for the apparent 
overrepresentarion of minority youth and what could be 
done about this problem. Across all three counties. 
several general themes emerged from the focus group 
research. 

First.. several participants in each county stared that 
there were gaps or deficiencies in service delivery systems 
which detrimentally impacted minority youth and their 
families. Many of these participants felt especially that 
there was a lack of cu1rurally appropriate placements. 
resources and services fat these youth. 

Second. some participants in each county identified a 
lack of minority youth family involvement and the lack of 
family-<:entered services. There were simply few options 
for families. even when these families were actively 
involved vtith their children and their problems. 

Third., many participants in the three counties identi
fied a nearly universal need for culruraI competency train
ing. They especially thought this was true when examin
ing juvenile justice system workers located across the 
continuum of all decision points in the three pilot counties. 

Fourth. some participants (especially in Mulmomah 
County) identified the labelling of "gang youth" as 
problematic. Many questioned what "gang involved" 
really means. Some questioned whether or not officials 
tended to overreact to youth so labelled (especially youth 
labelled as violent or involved with weapons). Do they 
tend to give up too early on less punitive approaches ·for 
youth labelled gang involved or violent? Some asked 
whether or not anyone was willing to take any risks at all 
with these youths - especially younger gang members of 
minority backgrounds. 

What Were the Preliminary Results 
of Analyzing System Data? 

System data were collected in two separate phases. 
In the first phase. efforts were made in all three pilot 
counties to collect and amIyze data on groups of 199! 
juvenile department referrals tracked for several months 
through juvenile justice processing and decision making. 
This initial effort generated mixed results partly due to 
missing data and partly due to inhen-.llt problems in how 
things were counted. The unit of count problems surfaced 
because researchers had to decide whether to count 
individuals processed, the referrals they accounted for. or 
the separate events or actions resulting from these refer
rals. In Lane and Mulmomah Counties. for example. data 
analysis was focused on "events" as the unit of count. 
This is because in 1991. individuals in these counties 
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could have had several referrals. each involving several 
allegations (referral reasons). each of which in turn could 
have resulted in several department or court actions taken 
to dispose of the case. For example. in Lane County each 
referral incident accorded an individual could have 
involved several allegations. and each of these allegations 
could generate multiple dispositions in tenDS of what 
could happen to an individual (e.g .• training school 
commitment, probation. restitution. etc.). Further. in 
Mulmomah County each allegation could generate up to 

five reparate disposition events. In contrast.. in Marion 
County "referrals" were analyzed. and each separate 

allegation was regarded as an individual referral. Also. 
each separate referral in Marion County yielded only one 
disposition event recorded in the data base. 

The results of the preliminary system data lUlalysis for 
the three counties paralleUed those obtained from the 
summary data analysis; i.e .• they confirmed the same 
general pattern of ()verrepresentarion: African American 
youth are more ffi::ely to be overrepresented at each 
decision point, and they are disproportionately confined in 
all three counties. The pattern-uf overrepresentation is 
less pronounced and more spcrad.ic for other mlnority 
groups. The same cautions were advised when examining 
system data where among certain minority groups and 
dispositional outcomes there were limited or small num
bers of cases to examine. 

What Were the Results of More 
Refined Analysis of the System Data? 

Because of the limitations of the system data as 
originally constru<-t.ed, some additional analyses of these 
data were accomplished using new a.ssumptions fOl data 
analysis ptrrposes. The new findings added considerably 
to the research undertaken in each COlillty. 

Lane County 

In Lane County. juvenile department research staff 
selected all new criminal cases referred in 1990.7 Each 
case involved a unique individual who was counted only 
once using the most serious reason or charge and the most 
serious disposition associated with that charge for the most 
serious juvenile department referral incident in 1990. To 
determine case disposition., these individuals were tracked 
through July I. 1993 (or for a minimum of 2.5 years). 
Using the individual as the unit of count.. the movement of 
this group of unique individuals through the county's 
juvenile justice system was described.. The following 
findings emerged from this research:! 

• While minority youth made up 9.5% of the county's 
12-17 year old population at risk, they made up 
15.5% of the selected indivirluals referred in 1990 to 
the juvenile depanmenL9 
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Minority youth made up 143% of those youth ages 
12-17 proceeding on to juvenile court for th~ riling of 
a formal petition. 

Mino';ty youth made up 13.9% of all petitioned cases 
adjudicated as delinquenl 

While the numbers of cases are small (N=26), minori
ty youth made up 15.4% of all adjudicated delin
quents committed to the state training schools.. '. 

The DRI values for the above cited percentages range 
from 1.5 to 1.6. 

From me above findings, it appears fuat minority 
youth are overrepresented throughout the system in Lane 
County, but LIuu the Gverrepresenta.tion is basically a front
end rroblem; i.e., it ocetrrS at the point of referral or 
intake into the juvenile deparonent and continues at about 
the same level as cases move through the S"jstem. 

Marion County 

While the Marion County data were originaIl y in a 
"refel.a1 as the unit of count" format, subsequent analysis 
of minority (non-white and Hispanic) vs. majority (white) 
group processing of the 1990 and 1991 referrals yielded 
additional findi.ngs: 10 

• 

• 
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• 

• 

While minority youth made up 10.4% of the county's 
high risk (12-17 year old) population. they accounted 
for 20.9% of all the 1990 and 1991 juvenile depart
ment referrals studied. 

Minority youth made up 21.2% of those referrals 
routed on for petition filing and formal processing in 
the juvenile courL 

Minority youth referrals constituted 21.7% of all 
referrals resulting in adjudication. 

Mlnority youth made up 25.0% of all those referrals 
resulting in adjudication and commitment to a juve
nile training schooL 

The DRI values for the above percents range from 2.0 
to 2.4. 

From the above findings, it appears that, as for Lane 
County, there is minority youth overrepresentation and it 
is primarily at the front end of the system. 

Multnornah County 

While the original system data analysis relied on the 
"disposition event" as the unit of CC'.lI1t, it is possible to do 
some limited analysis of the Multnomah County data using 
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the referral as the unit of counLl1 Th.is lID1llysis was 
accomplished by determining only the most serious 
allegation charge for each referral and whether institutional 
placement (i.e .• training school commitment), remand to 
adult court, and/or detention (post-adjudication) were used 
as a disposition. Since multiple dispositions per allega
tion and multiple allegations per referral were possible, 
these disposition categories are not always mutually 
exclusive. Pre-trial (or pre-adjudication) detention was 
also examined as a referral outcome. Because of the 
greater number's of minority youth represented ill the 
general 12-17 year old population and the large number of 
referrals involving minority youth, it is possible to exam
ine several minority youth groups separately in this 
subsequent analysis.12 Also. the added detail of the 
information and data collected yields more refined analy
sis. The following findings on overrepresentation emerged 
from the subsequent statistical analyses: 

• In terms oflhe 7,010 (1991) referrals eumined, white 
youth were underrepresented in that they constituted 
81.2% of the at risk (12-17 year old) population, but 
only 60.6% of the 1991 referrals examined 
(DRI=O.75); African American youth were 
overrepresented in that they constiUlte 9.7% of the 
risk popu1a.t:ion, but 273% of those referred 
(DRI=2.8); and on a lesser scale, Hispanic and Native 
American youth are slightly underrepresented and 
Asian youth slightly overrepresented among refeuals. 

In terms of the different probabilities attached to process
ing decisions on these referrals. the following findings 
were generated: 

• 

• 

• 

For white youth, there was a 133% chance that a 
referral would result in placement in pre-adjudication 
detentioo. In contrast, for referrals involving Hispanic 
~outh the probability was 36.1% (or nearly three 
urnes greo.ter). For African American there was a 
25.1 % chance and for Native American youth a 
24.0% chance of pre-adjudication- detention. These 
different probabilities lead to a situation where 
Hispanic youth comprise 4.4% of those referred with 
known rnce/ethnicity (N=6,863 referrals), but 8.8% of 
all those detained; and., African American youth 
constitute 27.8% of the referral population. but 39.2% 
of those detained. 

While all youth referred bad a 33.9% chance of going 
to a juvenile court hearing, there was a 40.8% chance 
for African American youth and a 30.5% chance for 
white youth. For other groups the chances fell 
between these extremes. 

While training scbool commitment is one of the most 
serious steps for youth in the juvenile justice process. 
only 3.1 % of all the referrals examined resulted in 
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commiunenL However, only 2.0% of white youth 
referrals resulted in commitment compared to 6.3% of 
African American referrals . 

.. Post-adjudication detention as a disposition occured in 
17.7% of all the referrals examined.. However. such 
detention is much more lil::cly to be used in the case 
of non-white youth than in the case of white youth. 
For example, the rate or probabiliry of post-adjudica
tion detention is 143% for white youth, but dOuble 
t.hat (28.1%) for Hispanic youth. The rates for 
African American youth (23.4%) and Native Ameri~ 
can youth (21.9%) are somewhat less striking. but still 
reflect rates substantially higher than me norm for all 
referral~. 

The following findings are based on the subset (N=2,329) 
of all cases which involved a formal bearing process (and 
the filing of a petition): 

.. African American and other non-white youth are more 
likely to reath a formal hearing process level and 
upon rea.ching this level are more lil::cly to recrive 
institutional commitment as a d.isposition. The 
training school commitment IXUbabilities are 11.6% 
for African American youth. 8.6% for Native Ameri
can youth. 4.6% for white youth. 4.4% for Asian 
youth. and 2:9% for Hispanic youth. 

.. African American. Hispanic. and Native American 
youth reaching the hearing stage are more likely than 
white or Asian youth to receive detention as a disp0-
sition. The probabilities are 58.1 % for Hispanic 
youth. 51.4% for Native American youth. 45.3% for 
African American youth. 3R2% for white youth. and 
37.7% for Asian you~ 

Earlier it was mentioned th.a1 overrepresentation of 
minOIiry youth in the juvenile justice system might be the 
result of differences in the involvement of these minority 
youth groups in crime and not due to selection bias in 
juvenile justice system processing. Because of this 
possibiliry. more refined data analysis needs to control for 
differences in the criminal involvement of various youth 
groups. In the next set of Multnomah County research 
findings. some statistical control for the seriousness of 
crimes committed is introduced in the research.. This is 
accomplished in part by looking only at the subset of 
those referrals inVOlving felony offenses. Subsequent 
analyses of these data resulted in the following findings: 

.. Over half (56.5%) of the 2.104 felony referrals in
volved white youth. However. of those receiving pre
adjudication detention. only 39.8% of thal population 
were white youth. African American youth accounted 
(or 30.0% of the felony referral$ examined, but they 
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accounted for 40.1 % of those detained. The rates of pre
trial detention are over 2.5 times higher for Hispanic youth 
(62.8%) than white youth (23.1 %). Rates of detention for 
African American youth (43.7%) are nearly double those 
of white youth. 

• While the numbers are small (only 15 of the 2.104 
felony referrals resulted in remand), it is intcresting to 
note tha1 12 of these 15. or 80%. involved African 
American youth. 

• As with pre-adjudication detention. Hispanic felony 
offenders have the highest probability of receiving 
lktention as a disposition (50.0%) compared to 
African Americans (27.7%). and whites (17.8%). 

• Among adjudicated felooy offenders. the training 
school comrrUlmcnt rate is nearly three times higher 
for African American youth (11.4%) compared to 
white youth (4.1 %). 

By way of a general conclusion. it nppears that among 
felony offenders, overreprescntarion in Mulmomah CotIDty 
is particularly pronounced for African American youth 
when considering training school commitment For 

. Hispanic youth, the ove:rrepresentatioa is most pronounced 
for detention as a form of dispositiOlL 

What Are the Major Conclusions 
and Implications of the Research? 

This research represents a major first step in the 
process of mapping out. statewide and across counties. the 
dimensions of the problem of minority ovc:rrepresentation 
and disproportionate confinement in the juvenile justice 
system in Oregon. To date the rese<irCh docwncnts that 
various minoriry youth are differentially affected by 
overrepresentation and disproportionate confinement In 
particular. Af:rican American youth are more likely than 
any other minority youth group to be overrepresented 
across all three counties studied and at every juvenile 
justice processing decision point The problem is particu
larly acute in Multnomah Counry where African American 
youth arc increasingly overrepresented the further they 
penetrate the juvenile justice system. While the nature of 
and reasons for ove:rreprescntation are not fully addressed •. 
the research does suggest further, more refmed analysis of 
the system data, controlling for the influence of number of 
prior referrals, crime severity. and selection factors. all of 
which can affect the accumulation of cases at certain 
decision points in juvenile justice processing. Also, the 
qualitative data analysis suggest additional resean::h on the 
availabiliry of client resources and services. 
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IT'S THE LA W 

Confinement of minority youth in secure facilities disproportionate to their percentage 
of the general population must be addressed and rectified. 

The Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act, As Amended in 1988. (Public Law 
93-415). Section 223 (a) 23. 

National data sources and studies have documented the fact that minority offenders are 
overrepresented in secure facilities across the country. As a result, states are entrusted with the 
responsibility to examine race and ethnic status as factors influencing decisions in certain 
jurisdictions and at particular decision points within the juvenile justice system during specific 
time periods. 

Furthermore, to counter this minority overrepresentation, a strategy should assess reasons 
for disproportional confinement; improved prevention, diversion, and nonsecure detention and 
corrections programs where minorities reside; outreach to community-based organizations 
serving minority children; and reintegration programs for those previously confmed in order to 
reduce recidivism. Additionally, racially and ethnically neutral policies and practices can be 
developed and implemented to produce unbiased, neutral results, for example, objective criteria 
for determining the appropriate placement of youth. 

The ultimate goal is for each state to improve the juvenile justice and youth services systems 
that provide for all youth equally and which are available regardless of race or ethnic 
background. 

African Americans, Native Americans, and Hispanics are more apt to' drop out 
of schools than whites or Asian Americans.:$: 

" ... IT COST $47,000 A YEAR TO KEEP A YOUTH IN ONE OF THE STATE'S ... 
CORRECTIONAL FACILITIES."* 

"IT COSTS $7,000 A YEAR TO KEEP A YOUNG PERSON IN SCHOOL. II 

* 'Shifting the Balance: From Delinquency to Resiliency· Fact Sheet, Office of Juvenile Justice. DSHS, 
P.O. Box 45203, Olympia, Washington 98504-5203 . 




