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JDAI Research and Policy Series
The best juvenile justice systems value the parent-child and the family relationships of the juveniles in their care.  System professionals are often well positioned to strength these critical relationships, which ultimately improve rehabilitative outcomes for youth.  Genuine family involvement and engagement is vital to achieving positive long-term outcomes for the vulnerable youth in the justice system.

VERA Institute of Justice (April 2013). 
Behavioral Incidents & Visitation Frequency
· Dignity & Respect: family beliefs and cultures are acknowledged and incorporated into the services.
· Information Sharing: accurate information is shared in a timely manner to build a trusting relationship between families and agencies.
· Participation: providers support families in participation and encourage them to do more.
· Collaboration: agencies and families work toward the same positive outcomes and goals.
Core Concepts of Family Centered Justice2
· Family involvement in planning and treatment will decrease the chance of recidivism.
· Programs that work with families on parenting skills, school success, and greater supervision show success in reducing problem behavior and increasing school achievement.
Research shows that juveniles with positive family involvement are more likely to succeed.1
Logistical and Economical Difficulties Families Involved in the Juvenile Justice System Face
Justice for Families, Families Unlocking Futures (2012). http://www.justice4families.org/download-report/

Three out of four survey participants reported facing serious impediments to visiting their children.
Nearly two-thirds of parents take time off from work without pay to support their family member as a result of their involvement with the system.
Approximately 1 in 3 families said they have has to choose between paying for basic necessities like food and making court-related payments.
What We Know:




 “Perhaps more than any other at-risk group, youth in the juvenile justice system need meaningful relationships and supportive guidance from the adults in their lives.”9
· Families often feel blamed and confused during the juvenile justice process.3
· One in five families reports having to take out loans to pay for court costs.4
· Many families are also victims. Almost 50% report either personally surviving a crime or had a family member who had.5
· Distance is a significant impediment to visitation.6 
· Higher frequency and regularity of visitation for juveniles in residential programs is associated with positive behavior and a higher GPA.7 
· 32% of families report discussing plans with juvenile justice providers prior to the release of their child.8
Parents and juveniles face extreme hardships before, during, and after they are involved in the justice system.
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Research Based Strategies to Support Family Engagement
National Programs and Practices16
· Pennsylvania created a Family Involvement Committee of the Pennsylvania Council of Chief Juvenile Probation Officers. This committee has developed both a parent resource guide and a training curriculum for probation officers encouraging involvement of families in treatment of juveniles.
· Texas added the position of “family engagement support coordinator” to one of its county’s probation departments to facilitate family engagement with the juvenile probation officers. 
· Illinois’ Action Network Family Engagement workgroup created resources for families involved in the juvenile justice system to education them on their rights, the process and locating services. 
· Interventions in community-based programs that focus on the family and all other members of the adolescent’s social network have positive program effects.17  Within the bounds of confidentiality, agencies and providers should allow the juvenile to define their family, which may include grandparents, aunts, stepparents and/or siblings. 
· Parent Empowerment Program is a parent peer program that educates parents involved in the juvenile justice system.18  Once educated about the system, families need meaningful opportunities to participate.
· All families need support based on respect, shared information and authentic opportunities for input.19  This could include hosting information sessions or support groups, or creating a welcoming environment for families. 
· Community-based programming must incorporate cultural competency components in order to make the family members feel respected and understood. 
· Research supports Functional Family Therapy as a highly effective practice when compared to traditional juvenile justice approaches.20
· Collaboration between families and agencies is of the utmost importance for dual-involved youth, which are youth involved in both the justice system and the child welfare system.
Definitions
Family: “family may include traditional and non-traditional members. This may mean friends, significant others, clergy, co-workers, or other important people in one’s social network.”10
Family Engagement: a collaborative relationship between agencies and families.11 
Culturally Competent: the ability to work effectively across cultures and backgrounds to achieve set goals.
Strength-based Approach: identify resources to youth and families then use these as a basis to build skills needed to achieve goals.12
Family-focused Approach: considers the individual in the context of the family and recognizes that each member affects the overall wellbeing.13
Functional Family Therapy: therapist works with the members of the family to solve a wide range of difficulties and issues they are dealing with individually and as a whole.14 
Family Integrated Transition Program: works with the family and juvenile in the re-entry process to improve the transition process.15
Compiled by Cara McCartin
Families play an integral role in the development and success of our juveniles. The vast majority of the juveniles involved in the justice system have families that are willing to engage in the process. These families, however, face extreme difficulties in many aspects of their lives, which make it difficult for them to fully participate. Add to that a system that is confusing, and you have obstacles that may seem insurmountable for families. An effective system incorporates the needs of the juvenile, family, agencies and public safety in building a treatment plan for the positive development of the juvenile and productive future. 
Promising Practices:
The JDAI Research and Policy Series is provided by the Juvenile Detention Alternative Initiative, which seeks to ensure that the right youth, is in the right place, for the right reasons. 
For more information, or to view the entire Research and Policy Series, visit www.mass.gov/jdai
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JUVENILE JUSTICE SYSTEMS TEAR 
APART FAMILIES
The juvenile justice system’s  impact is felt in families’ pocket 
books, at their dinner tables,  in the strain on their relationships 
and their mental health, and in the lack of opportunities for their 
children in the community. 
 



Torn Apart: Economic Impact
The costs associated with a young person’s involvement in the 
justice system weigh heavily on families of modest means. 



• More than half of family members who took part in the Justice 
for Families survey reported that their households live on less 
than $25,000 per year



• One in three families said they have had to choose between 
paying for basic necessities like food and making court related 
payments



• One in five families reported having to take out a loan to make 
court related payments



• Two out of three parents surveyed reported that they have had 
to take time off from work without pay to support their family 
member as a result of their involvement with the system



• More than one in three families indicated that the cost of 
phone calls was prohibitive, and kept them from having contact 
with their loved one



Torn Apart: Mental and 
Emotional Health Impact



Families suffer the grief of separation, experience the extreme 
stress of overwhelming concern for the well-being of their loved 
one, and are faced with shame, blame, mistreatment and help-
lessness and indignation over their exclusion at the hands of the 
system. These challenges impact individual family members and 
stress relationships in the family.



“You can lose everything. 
Financially it will pull you 
down trying to hold onto a 
child.”



—Parent, Louisiana



“As a parent of a juvenile that 
went through the system ... it 
affects the whole family. My 
anxiety and stress level went up, 
the doctor put me on medica-
tion.  I was having nightmares 



that they were killing my child. …
It affects you mentally and 
physically having a loved 
one that’s in the system.   
If you don’t know how to navigate 
the system, you don’t know what’s 
going on.  So all kinds of things 
are going through your head.” 



–Parent, Texas



Nearly two-thirds of parents 
take time off from work without 
pay to support their family 
member as a result of their 
involvement with the system.  



Approximately 1 in 3 families 
said they have had to choose 
between paying for basic neces-
sities like food and making 
court-related payments.  



Focus Group 
Participant 



Bronx, NY



Photo Courtesy of 
Shawn Escoffery
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FAMILY CONTACT 
All but 12 (about 4 percent) of the surveyed youth had some form of contact 
with their families during their incarceration. Phone calls and letters were the 
most commonly reported ways youth stayed in contact with their families: 90 
percent of youth received at least one phone call, and 93 percent received at 
least one letter. Almost 70 percent reported having at least one in-person visit. 
Over a quarter of the youth (26 percent) had visits at least weekly. Conversely, 30 
percent of youth never had a visit from a family member.8  



Visitation frequency varied by race (see Figure 2). White youth were visited more 
frequently than non-white youth. Almost 36 percent of black youth were never 
visited, compared to 21 percent of white youth and 26 percent of other racially 
identified youth. These differences, however, were not statistically significant.   



Figure 2: Visitation Frequency by Race



NEVER
LESS THAN 



ONCE A WEEK
WEEKLY



Black 36% 42% 22%
White 21% 46% 33%
Other 26% 52% 22%



BEHAVIOR
The average number of behavioral incidents per month was eight (range 0–168 
behavioral incidents per month). Youth who were never visited had statistically 
significant higher behavioral incident rates compared to youth who were visited 
infrequently or youth who received regular visits (See Figure 3).9 Youth who were 
visited regularly committed an average of four behavioral incidents per month, 
compared to six among those visited infrequently and 14 among those who 
were never visited. Results suggest that visitation is associated with better youth 
behavior. Youth who had never received a visit exhibited the highest rates of 
behavioral incidents; as visitation frequency increased, the number of behavioral 
incidents decreased. 



Figure 3. Behavior Incidents per Month and Visitation Frequency
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