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ABSTRACT

This paperrexaminee the impacﬁ of oféanizaciona} £éctors on the rate
‘at which juvenile courts commit referred youth to institutions. Analyzing
a national sample, the paper demonstrates that both the rate at which
cases are handled informally and the rate at which judges commit those
youth who appear before them independently influence the ovef311 commitment
rate. It also discovers determinants of each of these two components of
the commitment rate, The data support a view that stresses social and
power processes, and not administrative rationality. Implications of the
results for the analysis of juvenile courts and of public legal

institutions in general are presented.



. Juvenile Court Comzitments: The Role of Organizational Factors

_ Commitments to institutions are of great interest to students of juvenile
courts, and studies of this phenomenon are plentiful., Moet of these works
attempt to determiné how cormitment decisions are influenced by characteristics
of individual offenders., Commonly studied traits include past and presgent
offenses, family background, race, sex, and class (Terry, 1967; Scarpitti and
Stephenson, 1970; Barton, 1976; Cohen and Kluegel, 1978).

Although the individual-level studies are useful, they are not the whole
story, Juvenile courts are usually bound by few specific statutes or appellate
decisions that might dictate the cfiteria for commitment of 6ffendera, and the
likely result of such legal discretion is the substitution of local predilec-
tions for state and national standards (Platt, 1969; Beahgrov, 1974; Levin and
Sarri, 1974; Kational Assessment of Juvenile Corrections, 1976). Ome might

thus expect local organizational arrangements to have an effect on commitments

above and beyond that‘expected on the béeis of ;haracteristiés of the individuals
courts confront. This effect may be interactive with offender characteristics,
but it may even be expressed in court variations in commitment rates independent
of individuals,

Accordingly, this paper searches for organizational causes of variation in
commitment rates across a large sample of juvenile cou?ts. It argues that com-
mitment rates must be concepﬁualized ag a two-step process, and it discovers
fuc;ora that exélain a- large percentage of the variance in the rates of handling
youth at eéch step, In addition, 1t.notes the 1mplic§tions of the empirical
_results for an understanding of juvenile courts end for theoretical discussions

of diecretion in public legal institutions.



THEORY AND HYPOTHESES

One stralghtforward way of locating the AGterminanta of varilation in
commitment rates across juvenile courts involves correiating séme‘plausible
explanatory variables with the overall rates at which youth who face courts
are compitted. However, this aﬁproach is not sufficient because 1t ignores
the fact that the commitment'decision (from the perspective of the juvenile
court) is best viewed as a two-step proceéa. Youth firaf face an."intake"
interview conducted by a probation officer, intake worker, prosecutor, or
even secretafy, and often the interview ends with an informal disposition
that evoids fufther penetration into the court system and the possibility of
commitment.,

For juveniles who pass beyond the intake stage and are dealt with formal-
ly, an adjudication and disposition hearing is next., (Adjudication and dispo-
gition should not be separated analytically, because they are one hearing in
most courts; in addition, beéause 3o few youth who face a‘hearing are adjﬁdi-
cated not gdilty, separating the two stages would not be useful,) Judges may
commit juvenilés to institutions only at this point, if they do not impose other
disposicioﬁs éuchras dismissal, probation, or treatment in ;he community,

It is pl#usible that decisions made at eachupoiﬁt independently influence
the commitment rate. Because judges caﬁnot commit juveniles who do not appear
before them, a higher rate of informal handling might reduce the commitment rate
by limfting the pool of fofmal case3, while deciéions rade by judges also affect
the commitment rate, The first hypothesig, which summarizes this possibility, is

thus a necessary first research step.



. Hypothesis 1, The rate at which Juveﬂilé couéts comntt youth to
' institutions dépeu&a bn_both the rates at which

cases are handled infofmally and thé rates at vhich
judges commit thoae youth whp come before them; the
higher the percentage of.caseg handled informally, the
lover the commitment rate, end the higher the percentage .
of juveniles committed at formal hearings, the'higher
the commitment vate,

Whether this first hypothesis proves correct or not, it ie important to
next consider determinants of both the rate of informal handling and the rate at
vhich formal cases are committed to institutions. An attempt to analyze coumit-
ment r;tes without such a distinction would fun the risk of losing much valid
_ information concerning the structuring of these two diatinct gtages. In developing
hypotheses concerning organizational cauges for differences in the twc rates,
two of the more common organizational explanations for variation in commic~
ment rates must be ruled out.

First, a number of writers have argued that the rate of informal handling
and the rate at'which formal caées are committedAvary depending on whg;her the

court adopts the parens patriae orientation, the family treatment orientation,

the crime control orientation, the due process orientation, or the organiza-
tional maintenance orientation (Allen, 1964; Packer, 1964; Griffiths, 1970;
Feeley, 1973; Schultz, 1973). Sosin (1978a), however, indicates that juveniles
court orientations do not significantly affect the rate of commitment of

éormal cases8 across a samplé of juvenile courfé, while a parallel, unfepdrted
analysis yields similar results when the raﬁe of informal handling is the
dependent variable., Of course, this research does not prove that discretionary

decision-making is never structured by rational goals. Rather, the point is



_ that, given the ambiguous nature of current juvenile court philecsophies, no

‘one orientation suggeacs a clear modél'of handling juvenilés that hay be

carried out in daily operations,
‘A second common perspective suggesta that rates of handling youth are

related to community characteristics. For example, it can be argued that a

large population, a high degree of urbanization, or a high crime rate result

in an overload of juvenile courts, and that informal handling is increased
as a response to the high workloads encailed (Blumberg, 1967), 1In adaition,
because this screening implies that only the more serious cases come to a
fqrmal hearing, juvenile courts in 1atge, urban, high~crime centers may
experienca higher rates of formal commitments. A high crime rate may also

increase environmental pressures to handle youth more severely, further

increasing the commitment rate, However, attempts to correlate these community

characteristics (and others as well) with rates of handling youth as
part of the present paper yield no statistically sfgnificant vrelationships
aid no clear patterns. Perhaps these results cccur because juvenile courts

are relatively insulated from their environments and need not react to

~external pressures to speed cases through the court or to commit more

yoﬁth. Such apparent freedom from constraints, while not commonly rated
in theoretical discussions of juvenile courts, 1s implied in other empirical
work (Hasenfeld, 1976).

Given the fallure of these pérhnpé "raticnal" syétem explanations of the
rates at which courts hgndle juvenile offenders, the analysis next must turn
to more 'matural" systems views {Gouldner, 1959) in the search for correlates
of commitment, Some thought reveals that two views {un particular, the pover

view and the social view within the organizational literature, supgest

N -,_‘_-.‘.-,_4 -
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hypotheses that are both theoretically defensible and useful in terms

of what 18 known or believed about juvenile courts,

The Power View

The pbwer perspective on organizatioﬁ (Tullock, 1965; Crozier, 1964;
Downs, 1967) generally assumes that the behavior of compléx units 18 the result
of day-to-@ay bargaining among individuals who are primarily oriented toward
self-intereat, Self-interest, in turn, seems to be a function of the formal
organizational vositions in which individuals are placed; in order to improve
one’s own position it 1s common to work for the enhancemgut of the unit or
hierarchical level to which one is attached, and success in this endeavor is
closely tied»tgrthe power inherent in the organizationally defined position.
For example, university faculty bargin for resources on a depsrtmental basis,
and larger ;ewarda often accrue to those units with the most prestige and power
(Pfeffer énd Salancik, 1974),

The aourﬁea of power and the Interests of an organizationally defined
position are themaelves closely bound up with the relation of an organization
to its environment. Of particular importance is the degree to which organiza-

tional leadership positions are vulnerable to outside influencee. For example,

the different vulnerabilities involved in owner-run and manager-run corporations,

or in private and ﬁublic sevvice organizations, have been shown to affect
organizational behavior (Berle and Means, 1932; Rushing, 1976).
Two hypotheses are suggested by the power view:
Hypothesis 2. The greater the influence at intzke of the agency that
refers the caee.to‘court, the lower the rate at which
cages are handled informally and the higher the rstle at

which judges commit those caseg that come before them.
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Hyrdthésie 3. .Juveuile courts'with_electéd judges handle fewer
| -cases ihformally ap& commit a higher ptoportioﬁ of
formal cases; juvenile c§urt8 with appointed judges
handle more cases 1nform511y:aud comit a smailer
proportion of formsl cases.
Hypathesis 2, consistent with the view that self—intéteat ia expressed
in terms of occupational position, assumes that the referral agency éusually
the police) lobbies for a low informal handling rate and a large number of
coumitments; such ccurt action legitimates the original decision to refer and
thus iwmproveas the ;ieatige of the referral ageacy. In line with the suggestion
of the pover view-~that the ability of a group to changé behavior devends on
crganizational pesition-~the hypothesis posits that the muccess of such lobbying
is directly.related to the amount of influence the referrs’ :cucce has in court,
Influence at the intake stage is assumed to bLe most rele-u- - because only
activity at this stage occurs early enough 1n the court process to alter court
dispositions (Sosin, 1978b).1
The second hypothesis within the power perspective considers the role of
vulnerabilities to external pressures in the manner in which judges act.
Judges, who have a large amount of control over both the intake stage and the
formal hearing, can be elected and maintained in office in different ways, and
such differences may generate sensitivities to different pressures. Previous
work suggests fhat elected judges are vulnerable to shortfrun political interests
but that appointed judges are more responsive to the demands of those interest
groupsvwith which they develop long-~term tles (So;in, 1977). Elected judges,
vulnerable to short-term community pressures, might order intake workers to

handle more cases formally snd to commit more cases; if a juvenile who does not

10




receive qtrict ﬂandliné in court latet‘commits & serious crime, the judge
- might suffer an election defeat, -Ab;éingéd juégéa, more amenable to
the long-term interests of child advocates and less vulnerable to short-
- range pressures, might, in comparison, order intake workers to handle

more cases informally and might commit fewer youth,

The Socisl View

A second perspective, basec on traditional organizational concepts ard now
regaining popularity, derives from the social view of organizational behavior
(Meyer, 1978). 1In brief, this approach claims ihat fo?mal units respond to
demands of internal_andbexternal forces that arevoriented not toward specific,
rational ends, but toward symbolic, socially appropriate behavior. For example,
one recent gtudy argues that the bureaucratic form of organization 15 often
adopted not to meet demands for effectiveness, but to meet the so;ietal expecta-
tions that a proper organization is bureaucratic kﬂeyer and Rowan, 1977;.

Two hypotheses can be derived from the social view:

Hypothesis 4. The higher the percentage of time judges spends in

juvenile mattera; the higher the rate of {nformal
hendling and the loﬁer the rete at which judges
commit those cases that come before them,
ilypothesis 5. The rate of informal handling and the rate of commitment
of formal cases vary with the type of court to which a
Juvenile court is attached,
2. When juvenile courts are attached to courts with complex

jurisdictions, the rate of informal handling 1e higher and

17




the rate at vhich formal cases are committed is lower.
b. W%hen juvenile courts are éttéch;d tn courts with
crimingl juriediction the rate of informal handling 1s
higher and the fate at ?hich formal cases are committed
i higher,
€. Vhen juvenile coﬁrts‘are attached to misdemeanor courts
1 the rate of informal handling is higher and the rate at
vhich formal cases are committed is lower.
~d.  When juvenile courts are attached to courts witg small
civil jurisdiction, the rate of informal lLandling is
lower asnd the rate at vhich formal cases are committed is
lower.

Hypothesie 4 ie based on the notion that special soclal interests sccrue
to judges who spend a greater time {n juvenile matters. Previous research
suggests that these judges view themselves as speciasiists and attempt to keep
in line uith the rost modern trends in court administrative philosophy (Sosin,
1977). It thus seems likeiy that judges whc spend a greater amount of time in
juvenile matters will encourage the intake staff to utilize Informal handling
more often, and will commit fewer youth who come before them for recognition of
the nced to minimize the extent to which youth penetrste into the justice system
{8 a recent, highly regarded trend in juvenile justice administration (Schur,
1973).

Hypothesis 5 suggests that juvenile court behavior is based on social
interests that result from the judicial cunvironment estabilished by the other
typee of cases that are heard in the korai court to which juvenile courts are

attached. That la, when the juvenile court idea first gained popularity, such
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‘courts were ofteﬂ attached to other, preexisting courts, and the pattern

- of attachment might continue to. influence the way the juvenile organizations.
operate. For example, some of the loczal courts, such as thoae with unlimited
civil, unlimited criminal, or appellate jurisdiction are highly complex, as they
handle many types of cases., In a compiex court it is iikely that many cﬁséa

are screened in order to systematize and set priorities for the judge'sA;ime.

If one accepts the sécial view cf organizationa, one would expect juvenile

courts that are attached to complex local courts to follow the péttern and handle
more cases Informally., It 1is also bossible-—although perhaps more questionable-~
that'juvenile courts with such an attachment commit fewer of those youth who

are handled formally, following tﬁe pattern eatablished in complex courts of
making many distinctions among levels of sericusness.

SociAI factors might also operate when juvenile courts are attached to
courts that hear serious criminal cases. Criminel courts may also do more
screening inIOtdet to separate the quite serious cases from the techuical,
legal violatione; such courts might commit a higher percentage of césea that
appear in hearings, given the seriousness of the offenses that reach the hearing
stage. Under the socilal assumﬁtion one would predict that juvenile courts
attached to criminal courts handle ﬁbre-cases informally and commit a higher:
proportion of those youth handled formally.

Misdemeanor and emall civil jurisdictional environments might also affect
the operation of juveniie courts, Miedemeanor courts, which handle such minor
offenses as ordinance violations, apparently often screen and dismiss cases
and dispense relatiQely mild disposi;ions (Hindelang et al.,, 1977). One might
expect juvenile courts attached to these units to gcreen heavily, to have ﬁ{gh rates

of informal handling 2s a conzequence, and to have low formal commitment rates,

teg
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Small civil courts (for example, small claims courts), in contrast, apparently
usually encouragé formal court hearings (Sqrat,’1976), and juvenile courts
attached to these units might follow the pattern and also handle fewer cases
informally. However, because small civil cases seldom result in harsh dis-
positions; it is possible that juvenile courts attached to these units follow

the social trend and commit few of those youth who come to a formal hearing,

SAMPLE AND OPERATIONALIZATION

To fgét the five hypotheses, 1974 data collected by the National Assess-
. ment of Jﬁvenile Corrections (1976) are useful. vThg data include a random
sample of those juvenile courts in couﬁfies Qifﬁfééfé’than 50,000 people.

Four hundred~counties were sampled and questionnaires were sent to the 600
courts within them believed to have juvenile jurisdiction. To insure the
representgtion of the larger urban courts in the analysis, questionnaires Qere
also sent to any of the twenty largest cities in the country thast did not fall
into the random sample,

Two gets of questionnaires, those gsent the judges aﬁd administrators,
are relevant here. Judges were asked about the organization of the juvenile
court, the amount of time they spent on juvenile matters, and whether fhey
were elected, appointed, or first appointed end then later elected. The
questionnaire sént to administrators contains the statistical information used
to calculate the commitment rate and its components, as well as 1ﬁformation
concerning influénce of the police at intake,

277 judges with juvenile jurisdiction and 237 administrators resbonded to
the questionneire, for an uncorrected response réte of about 40%., However,

it wag later determined that a large number of these courts to which question-

14
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naires were sent out did nof exercise tﬁeir theéreéiéal juvenilé jurisdiction.
Using teiephong contacts, writtén EQCeriala, and ictters frém‘courts, a large
numder of unité'were removed from.the pdtentiaL sampie, bringing'the‘actuél
responae:rate up to 60 of thogse eligible judgea and 58% of eligible adminis-
trators surveyed.

State and local statistical reports were uséd to supplement the statistics
available in administrator questionnaires. Such an examination added statistics
from 141 coﬁrte, raising the response to some administrator questions to 378,
or 807 of the adjusted sample, In addition, demographic data gathered on a
county basis were combined with the questionnaire informatfon. Population size
and crime rate, already mentioned in this paper, Qete among the items included.
i Information concerning the jurisdiction of the local unit thatbincluded
the juvenile court was also coded for every court i{n which administrator Qata
or statistics were available, The data were coded in binary form, indicating
whether each court unit had jurisdiction over any of a list of types of cases.2

Court statistics and jurisdictional information represent unbiased samples
of juveniie courts to which questionnaires were sent but the administrators'
and judges' questionnaires slightly overreéreéent the more populous (and more
urban) counties, Further, given that there were multiple sources of data, the
number of complete cases varies widely from variable to variable., This varia-
tion may not cause significant problems; the correlation and regression
coefficients that are reported below appear to be quite stable, regardless

of the éample size available in a given computer run,

Rates of Commitment

Hypothesis 1 looks at the interrelations between the percentage of cases

handled {nformally, the percentage of cases handled formally that result in

AJ
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cdmmitment, and -the overall rate of commitment. The three relevant rates are

reported in Table 1. The informal raQE'iS'defﬁnga as the percentage of all

juvenile court cases that is handled informally. The formal commitment rate is

defined as the percentage of those formal hearings that result in commitment.

The overall commitment rate, is defined as the percentage of all quenile court

cagses that result in commitqent. In calculating the last two rates, commitmépt
to an institution, to a state agency, or to a private, out-of-home placement
were consldered to be equivalent. Commitment to an institution or to a state
agency are usually alternate procedures designed to achieve the same end (procedures
vary by state), and commitment to a private facility still constitutes a loss
of freedom. In fact, these categories were cometimes combined in the available
data, and distinguishing the types of commitment would reduce the total number
of cases with which the research could work, PEven so, there are many more cases
for which the informal rate 18 knowvn than for which the commftment vate is known.
It is 1mportaﬁt to note that the variance of the three rates differ
dramatically, fhe informal rate has a rather ig;;;—sﬁriance, and in fact has
é nearly even distribution over the entire possible range. However, the formal
commitment rate has much less vataiﬁce, and the overall commitment rate has the
least variance. The empirical results that are reported below explain a larger
percent of the variance in the informal rate than in the other rates, and it

is possible that the range of this variable contributes to the relative ease

of explanation.

Independent Variables

The independent variables used to test hypotheses 2 through 5 are straight-

forward operationalizstions of the concepts mentioned. The independent variable
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Table 1

Rate of Juvenile Court Case Prdcessing

Rate " "Mean Stendard Deviation Variance N
Informal 83 .311 .097 336
Formal Commitment .135 .104 .011 253
Overall Commitment "~ .053 .,050 .003 231

Note: The informal rate is the percentage of all juvenile court cases handled
informally; the formal commitment rate {8 the percentzge of formal hearings that

result in commitment; the overall commitment rate is the percentage of all juvenile
court cages that result in commitaent.

]
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that tests hypothesis 2, influence of the referral agency at intake is opera-

" tionalized from a four-poihtbscale (4 representing the highest degree of influ-
-.ence) on which administratora rated how much'infiuence’cettain court actors

have., The average influence of the referral éggncy is 2,72, The'independehtA '_ o

variab}es ugsed in hypothesis 3. status of tﬁe judge, are operationaiized'as binary -
variébies using informatioﬁ from the judge‘questidnnairef Slightly over
one-third of the judges say they were appointed, while a third claim to beA

elected. There is a third category, judges who afe first appointed and then

later elected, This category is ignored here because the multivariate regres-

sion analysis used in this paper cannot work with variables representing all

three methode of attaining office;Aperfect multicollinearity would result,

making data analysis statisticelly impoasible. The effect of this arrangement,

which 18 minimsl, can be guaged from multivariate results involving the other

‘judicial statuses, Hypothesis 4 uses as its independent variable the percentage

of time that judges reported they spent on juvenile matters., The average
percentage reported is 46.52? Jurisdiction (of area of law), used in hypo~
thesis 5, 1s operationalized from those coded categories mentioned previocusly. -
Complex courta, those units which have a number of types of cases coming before
them, are deemed to exist when the larger court which includes the juvenile
ccurt handles any of the following: appellate jurisdictlon, unlimited civil
Jurisdiction, or unlimited criminal jurisdiction. Criminal jurisdiction exists
in an overlapping set including unlimited criminal jurisdiction, felony juris-
diction, or appellste jurisdiction. The overlap between the two independent  ~ ™
variables 1s large, so that one must look at partial correlestions and regreseicn

coefficients in which both variables are present in order to test the hypothesen.

Misdemeanor jurisdiction snd small civil jurisdiction are operationalized directly

18
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_from the original coding, Of the courte, 43.4% have complex ju:iédictioné,-
49,2% have criminal jurisdictidn,‘27;22 have misdemeanor Jurisdiction, and

19.82 have small civil jurisdiction.

DATA ARALYSIS

The first hypothesis étedicts that the ovéfall rate of commiﬁment to
institutione is a function of two rates: the rate of informal handling and the
rate of commitment at formal hearings., This hypothesis may be tested by a
standard path diagram (Figure 1) that condiderz the relations between the three
variables simultaneously. The path disgram assumes that the informal rate partly
determines the formal commitment rate: when the informal rate 1is high, judges
face more serious caées and thus commit & larger proportion of the youth who
come dbefore them, It aI;o assumes that boch the informal rate and the formal
commitment rate affect the overail commitment rate.

According to Figure 1, the formal cormitment £ate is the more important
determinant of the overall commitment rate, as the standard path coefficient
between this variable and the overall commitment rate i8 .74, while the standard
Eoefficient between the inform#l rate andithe 6verall comnitment rate is only
-n64,> In addition, a closer look suggests even a smaller role for the informal ¢
rate; vhile the informal rate has a direct, negative relation to the overall
commitment rate, it has a counter-acting, indirect positive effect (8 = .13),

88 it relates positively to the formal commitment rate (8 = 221), which has a
positive relation to the overall commitment rate, Howeﬁer, the balance of these
opposing forces 1# such that the direct effect 18 much larger than the indirect

effect.
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e A Figure 1, Path Disgram: Relation between Informal Rate, Formsl Rate
. . ‘ . : . and Total Commitment Rate (Standardized Paths)
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Hhen,partial cotrelation coefficients, rather than standardized path
coefficientﬁ, are used, the relation between each of the two independent
variables aud the overall commitment rate‘is neg;ly identical, standing at
-,78 for thg informal rate and .89 for the formal;conmitment rate, - Partials
demonstrate a more equal effect for the two 1ndica£ora than the path diagrem
because the informal rate has more variance, so thaf it explains a large
amount of change in the overall commitment rate due to its range.

As 18 true vhenever multiple indicators of the same set of relations
exist (Jencks et al? 1972), different perspectives lead to somewhat different
explanations of the results, However, both sets of numbers underscore the
main point, that informal handling and formsl commitments have independent
impacts nn the overall commitment rate., Therefoie the first hypothesis 1is
supported and the desirability of searching for correlates at each of two stages

is confirmed.3

Variation In Rates

Hypothéses 2 through 5 predict relations between a series of variables
and the informal rate and the formal commitment rate, Because some of the
independent variables may be causally related to each other, and becauee corre-
lations among these factore might mask or alter some relations, it is best to
avoid the nse of simple measures of association. _Rather, the hypbtheees'are
best tested witn multivariate techniques; the simple correlations are reported
in the Appendix.,

V In undertaking multivariaﬁe analyeis 1t is useful to niew the variables
as part of a causal chain, The prede:efmined variables, those elements that

are beyond the purview of juvenile courts, include the judge's elected or appointed
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statua (hypotheais 3), the petcentage of time the judge apenda in juvenil

; matters (hypotheeis 4), and the jurisdictional envirOﬁment (hypothesis 5).

All of these factors may be viewed as possible causes of the influence of the

: referral agency at inteke (hypothesis 2), for influence might be a function of
preestablished power and aocial arrangements. Influence of the referral agency
and the predetermined variables can be viewed as causes of the inforﬁal rate,.

as predicted. These independent variables can also be viewed as causes of the
formal commitment rate, However, the formal commitment rate is partly a function
of the Informal rate, and this variable muet alsgo be considered.

This chain can be represented by a series of muitiple regressions by
which each set of items 1is regressed cn its predicted effects. Equations in- -
clude the multiple regression of the predetermined variables on the influence of
the referral agency at intake, the multiple regression of the predetermined
variables and influence nf the referral agency on the informal rate, and the
gultiple’tegression of all of these variables on the formal commitment rate.

The relevant standardized regression coefficients are presented in Table 2,
Each step in the chain may;be.discussed aeparatcly;

1, The predetermined variables expla1n a moderately high 192 of the
variance in the influence of the referral agency at intake. Only the elected
statua of the judge has a statistically significant relation to this dependent
variable in the regression eduétion; when judges are elected, the referral agency
has less power (8 = -,22), 'However,‘this cquation masks other relations.

When only the elected status of the judge, criminal jurisdiction, misdemeanor
Jurisdiction, and the appointed status of the judge are included in one
equation, the first three variables have statistically significant relations
to influence, and the explained variance is not affected. In this equation

the relation between elected status and {nfluence of the referral agency
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at intake is uncnanged, criminal jursidiction relateé negativelv tc the
dependent vatiable (8 = -,32), while m.3demeanor jurisdiction relates
positively to influence (8 = ,18), Perhaps elected judges, involved with
ppess;ng locé} political problems, are more concerned about the prosecutor's
office or even the’point of vieﬁ of defense attorneys, and thus give (and
;onvince other workers to give) less influence to the referral agency;
Misdemeancr courts might rely heavily on police reports, while criminal
courts might have other sources of 1nformapion; the high influence of the
referral agency in juvenile courts attached to tﬁe former and the low
influence of this agency in courts attached to the latter might well reffect
the larger court context,

2, The dépendent variables expizin a rather large 397 of the varlance
in informal handling, and all but three of the predicted relaticns hold. As
predicted, jurisdictionsl enviromments involving complex juriscictions aud
misdemegnor jurisdictions.relate to a higher informal rate (8 = .38 and .63,
respectively), while small civil juriedictional environments relate to & lower
1nf6rmal rate (Bﬂ-.58).4 Criminal jutiedicfion hes no effect, even though
_there is a simple correlation between this yariable and the informal rate;
apparéntl§ the simple correlation 18 statistically significant because criminal
jurisdiction 18 highly correlated to complex jurisdiction (r=.87), which does
relate significantly to the informal rate in the multivariate analysis.s

There are other statistically significant rgiationa, as both the influence
of the referral agency and the appointed status of the judge have a statictically
significant negative relation to the informal rate (B=-.28 and -.27, reepectively),
while the percentage of time a judge epends in juvenile matters has a positive

statistically significant relat‘un to this dependent variable (8=.14). However,

- O“’
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ghe elected staCug cf the judge does not relate to the informal rate in a
etatistically éignificant manner,

In actuality, three predicted relatiocns do not cccur, as criminal jurig-
diction and the elected status of the judge demonstrate no significant relation
to the dependent variable, whila t@e appointed status of the judge, which was

expected to relate to a higher informal rate, relates to a lover informal rate.

Perhaps criminal jurisdiction has no effect because criminal courts do not
have the aaauﬁed higher rate of screening if complex jurisdiction 18 controlled;
this juriadictiohal environment might not have the type of screening that the
juvenile coutt?wﬁa expected to emulate. The lack of a relation involving
elected judges, and the reversed reiation ifnvolving appointed judges, indicate -
that the originalxﬁotiops concerning vulnerabil{ty may have been misstated, as
environmental pféﬁaures to handle cases formally or informally wmay not actuslly
exiat, Rather, it 1is possible that most judges desire to handle a large pro-
portion of casés formally in order to maximize their control over case digposi-
tions, and that appointed judges are agsociated with courts having a lower
informal rate because these judges are most successful in carrying out their
. wishes, In other words, reqults concerning the atatus of the judge may indicate
that the power m&dei is ﬁaeful, but that the origiral hypothesis miscalculated
the sources of power and vulnerability.

- The most important point of the anralysis of the informal rate ig that
many predictiona-ére gupported, giving rise to a quite high explained variance.
Sigrificant relations support hypotheses involving the influence of the referral
agency, the.time spend {n juvenile matters, and (in three of four cases)
jurfedictional enviromment. The hypcthesfs involving judicial status waz f{ound
to be incorrect, but it appesrs that this variable is related to the {nformal

rate 1n a manner that ie consistent with & power analyeis.
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3. About 16% of the variance in the formal commitment rate i1s explained
by the indepéﬁdéng Qariables,_ The informallrate correlates positively witﬁ the
formai cdmmitment rate (B = .25);”whi{e'judgéé'whd spend more time in juveniiei
mattefs are found in courts with a statistically significant lowerbformal

. commitment rate, as expected (8 = -,20), Further, although the reported
equation does not‘indicate it, elected judges exist in courts with a
statietically signifiéant.higher commitment rate, while appointéd Judges
exist in courts with a statistically significantvlower rate. The relations
1ﬁvolving Jjudicial status do not appear in the final equation because the
two statuses cancel out each other’s regression coefficient (taken separately,
B = ,16 and -;19)° |

Therefore, the variables succeed in explaining a substantial proportion of
the variznce in the formal commitment rate, and two of the four hypotheses
are supported. There are small, predicted relatioms involving Judicial status
and the percentage of time & judge spends in juvenile matters, while neither
the influence of the referral agency nor jurisdictional environment play a

role. Perhaps the failure of the latter two hypotheses occurs because judges

are powerful emough to ignore the referral agency and the judicial enviromment.

INTERPRETATIOR

It is perhaps the moast usual approach to begin any inquiry coacerning any
institution from a rat;onnl perspective which sscumes that organizational beuavior
can be explained by goals and rational adaptatfons to the emviromment. Later,

-after,the limits of fhia perspective become appavent, less rational models

may be proposed. The analysis of juvenile court commitment rates is consistent
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with this péttern as it rejects the goal and exdernal adaptation argument and
instead finds data that support social an§ (self-Interest) power modelsg,

The final multivariate model demonstrates the importance of social and
~ power factors at each stage. The influence of the.referral agency at intake--
a power concept in itgself--is ﬁartly determined by two measures uf juriadic~
tional environment, suggesting that social factors affecf the role played by
the referral agency. Ip'addition, the power view is supported by the
statistically significant relation between judicial status and influence.

Social factors apparently are quite {mportant in determining the informal
rate. Juvenile courts in complex dr misdemesnor jurisdictional enviromments
have a higﬁer rate of informal hsndling, apparently because the nature of the
court to which they are sttached suggeste & higher rate, Si-ilarly, the juris-
dictional enviromment of juvenile courts attached to small civil courts apparently
relate to lower rates of informal handling, Further, another szocial.
factor, the percentage of time a judge spends iﬁ Juvenile matters; 18.8180
important, perhapa because judges who are specialists believe that informal
handling 18 more appropriate and convince court workers to handle more
cases informally.

The power view 18 also supported ir this anslysis of the informal rate, .
as the 1nfiuence of the referral agency &nd the appointed status of the judge
relate to lower rates of informal handlinrg. 4s has been mentioned, the
first relation may reflect the attempts that referral agencies mske to lobby
for formel handling, while the second may result from the desire and ability
of appointed judges to maximize control over the court,

The formal commitment rate is partly explained by three different perspec-
tives., Firet, judges tend to commit a higher percentage of cases when there

is more informal handling, perhape because they beac thelr decisions to scme

28
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Qeg?ee on-bffeneé, gnd higher rates of informal'handllng lead to ﬁainly'the
‘'more serious cases appea;ingAin éourt;‘ Hoéevér, it must be pointed out that

- gensitivity to informal fatea is not<great,'ae>the atandardized tégreégion
‘coeffiéient betweén the informal rate ﬁnd Eﬁe forma; commifment_rate ie pﬁly
moderate. The second perspeétive explaining the formal commitmenﬁ r#te is
aoéi@l in nature, as Bpécialized judges cémmit a smaller percentage of smaller
cases, perhaps because they are caught up in the recent arguments that coﬁmi#-
ment i@ undesireble., Finally, the power view 1e-also supported, ag the status
of the judge relates to the formal cesmitment rate. Apparently elected judges
cqmmit more youth in order to avoid cutside pressure, while appointed judges,
not ac clcsely bound to political pressures, éonmit fewer youth,

Asguming that the presumed causal relations exist, the anslyeis of crgeni-
sationsl causes of varfgtion in commitment ratea.suggesta that courts are quite
heavily influenced by factors thet are not adminlstratively ratfonal. For
example, while administrative rationality would suggest that the informal rete
and the formal commitment rate are strongly related because judges commit
a highér percentage of youth when they are sent only serious casee, the réla-
tion 1s actually quite smell, When thies is combined with the fact that the
cfimé rate does not influence the informal rate (so that it cannot be argued
that the informal-formal commitment relation 1is s1uall because of previous
selection), there i3 a strong implication that judges commit a proportion of
those youth whe come before them that does not reflect how serious the average
offense 1. Perhape, az & Durkheimian (1938) aﬁproach suggests, judges belie&e
that a certain percentage of commitments is désirable in order to protect the

public order, and they commit this percentage, regardless of zhe range of
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offenses presented to fheao WVhatever the cage, the small relatfon appeers
to. suggest large degreea of 40nrational behavior,»'

Regulte concerning informal handling furthez undéraccre thié point, The
longer relation between the informal rate and the overall commitmeﬁt rate
‘implies thst intake workers, who are not'usualifAéppointed in the open mﬂnner'in.
which judges sre selected, are crucial in éetermining the commitment rate.
In addition, social and powér factors are important in their petterﬁ of
decision-making, as is apparent from empirical results concerning hypotheses
2 through 5. In sum, lower-leve. officiéls make crucial decisions, and
they make these Qecisions in manners that to a surprisingly large degree
reflect "nonrational” social and power eanvironments.

0f course, the variables tested with respect to hypotheses 2 through 5
leave much of the veriance vumexplained, and cannot be viewed as a ccﬁbiete
model of the commitment procedure. However, they explain comparatively rether
large proportions of the variance., The best studies of {ndividusl-level
determinants of dispositions egplain 15% of the vafiance; the current study
exp;ains 38 of the variance in informal rates ana 16% of the varianée in formalA:
coomitments. Pcwer and social factors, along with tlie court process itself,

explain commitment rates to a comparatively large degree.

THE CHARACTER OF JUVENILE COURTS AND THE‘NAIURE OF
DISCRETION IN PUBLIC ORGANIZATIONS

What do these resulté féli us abéut jﬁvenile courts and public érganizations
- in general? Perhaps one central point concerning juvenile courts is that these
’inaﬁitutions éhould not.be viewed solely éa rational bureaucrécies that respond
to goals and to gpecific community interests. Rather, assuming that the cor-

relates of commitment can be generalized, it 1s more accurate to look at these




units partly as natural systems that act in patterns related to social and

. political interests. This view of the juvenile courts might demonstrate gome

;aiidiﬁf beéause of the special position these institutions have in society. -
Juvenile courts Afé nof."c;re" institutions in the sénse thag they are under
intghse scrutiny by'thoée'a;f;he centers of power, Perhaps, then, they react
so.éignificantiy to socilal and power interests because there are few

external pressurés to demand more rational accountability.

In view of the wide discretion given to juvenile courts by iaw and custom,
it i1e possible to argue that the socfal and politicel forces tﬁat operate in
this one tyﬁe'of public organization do not astructure discretion in other public
organizationé. However, a large number of public burecaucracies actuclly have
similar levels of diacretion and might well use similar social and political
forcas ia structuring their decisions; welfare bureasracies, other public o
social service organizationas, and even educational institutions quickly come to
mind, It ia even posgible to argue that many public regulatory agencies are
80 well buffered from public view and have such a large legal latitude that
they respond to social and political forces in a simiisr sense (Davis, 1971;
Jowell, 1975). This suggests a‘novel approach to understanding regulation
and public administrative control in general. Rather than explaining the
lack of efféctiveness of the units by pointing to cooptation by powerful
groups, the analysis suggests that a buffering from major groups and a
reliance on local ties due to a lack of external pressures is a more
likely explanation., In short, perhaps the broad discretion given to many
public bureaucracies results in conduct that, while not arbitrary in the
conventional sense of the term, is based on soclal and power factors more

than on rational interests,

)
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. i - ambiguous goals, while others have conflictiag aims that cancel each other

28
'NOTES
1The influence of other actors is not included in the hypotheses

because some of these actors (such as probation officers and judgea) have

out. The influence of prosecutors and defenze attorneys, for instance, .

correlate quite highly, making analysis difficult,

zMy thanks to Barbara Kessler,

- 3'I'o te more exact, there is an identity between the three relations,

as (1 - infotﬁgi rate) X (formal commitment rate) = (overall commitment rate).
Taking logs, log(l - informal rate) + log(formal commitment :ate) = log(overall
commitment fate)}i This equation can be estimsted using standard path
analysis. Wheﬁhit is,.the results parallel those reportcd in the text, as
the reletion betwaen the transforged informal rate and the transformed

formal commitﬁent rate is unchanged (-.21}); the relation between the
transformed informal rate and the transformed overall commitment rate is .71;
while the relation between the transformed formal commitment rate and the
trangformed oyérall commitment rate is .90, Logs are not used in the body

of the paper beéaﬁsé all the numbers are rates, so that logs both increase
variance artificially and force the researcher to work wi;h negative numbers

that vary in opposite direction from the nontransformed variables.

ABecause the results involving the relation between jurisdictional
environment and informal handling might be considered suspect, an attempt

wag made to rule cut an alternate explanation, It might be aruged that the
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" cruciel varisble 1s the structure of intake; and Ehdt jutisdietion&i envirbnmenﬁ
'eiﬁply stande in fqr such Qtructute. S&Qérmeasu;ea of iatake structure do
correlate aignificéntly to informal héndling;_ég clerk_(erQZB) and éeéreﬁary

- (r==.22) control of intske correlate with lower ratéswof informal handling.
“However, when jurisdictional environment and 1ntaié structure are placed in
the eame regression equation (even using one 1ntaké'vétiab1e at a timg), the
relation between intake structure and informal handling becomes‘statistically
insignificant (r=—,03 in both cases). Complex‘juriedictional environnments
have lerge correlations with intake structure and thus may cause the reduction
in relationehips, perhaps indicating that Intake structure is one mecheniem
by which tha complex jurisdictional enviromment is translsted into actual

operations.

[ .
“Taken together, the four varisbles account for 27% of the varisnce in

the informal rate.
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