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Positive Development is Public Safety
 Youth with essential and pro-social assets are less likely

to be involved in risky behavior

 Key pro-social assets include attachment, engagement,
and a strong sense of usefulness and belonging

 No single strategy can ensure positive development. 
It takes a broad system of community-based supports.

 All youth need the same opportunities and activities
that youth in wealthy communities take for granted:

• Supportive relationships
• Rewards for work 
• Skill development
• Success in learning

• Physical activity and sports
• Music and the arts
• Civic engagement
• Community/political involvement
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Strong Correlational Evidence
Youth with more assets are less likely to report 
risky behaviors -- such as carrying weapons

Youth with particular asset
Rate of weapon carrying 
compared to other youth

Positive peer role model 55% as likely

Positive non-parental adult role model 63%

Involved in community activities 48%

Report future aspirations 53%

Able to exercise responsible choices 63%

Report good family communication 59%

Aspy et al. (2004), Journal of Counseling and Development
* 14% of sample reported some weapon carrying
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Youth with particular asset
Rate of drug/alcohol use 
compared to other youth

Positive peer role model 33% as likely

Positive non-parental adult role model 50%

Involved in community activities 50%

Involved in groups/sports 63%

Cumulative Effect: All 9 Assets 19%

Youth with more assets are less likely to report that 
they have previously used drugs/alcohol

Oman et al. (2004). American Journal of Public Health

Strong Correlational Evidence
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High-Risk Behaviors
0–10
Assets

11–20
Assets

21–30
Assets

31–40
Assets

Problem alcohol use—Has used 
alcohol three or more times in the 
past month or got drunk once in 
the past two weeks.

45% 26% 11% 3%

Violence—Has engaged in three 
or more acts of fighting, hitting, 
injuring a person, carrying or 
using a weapon, or threatening 
physical harm in the past year.

62% 38% 18% 6%

School Problems—Has skipped 
school two or more days in the 
past month and/or has below a C 
average.

44% 23% 10% 4%
* Data based on aggregate sample of 148,189 students across the United States surveyed in 2003.

6th- to 12th-Graders Reporting High-Risk Behaviors, by 
Level of Developmental Assets (Search Institute)

Strong Correlational Evidence
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 How do we transform youth justice to 
focus on practical ways of facilitating youth 
development (i.e. attaching youth to 
positive assets and relationships)

 How do we aim for more than mere 
compliance and delivery of services?

Key Questions
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Community Network for Youth Development
San Francisco

Promising and Effective Practices 
National Youth Employment Coalition

40 Developmental Assets

Youth Development Framework

National Clearinghouse 
and Families & Youth

National Research Council

Institute for Applied 
Research in Youth 
Development
Tufts University
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http://www.cnyd.org/home/index.php
http://www.aed.org/
http://www.americaspromise.org/
http://nyec.modernsignal.net/page.cfm?pageID=110
http://www.search-institute.org/
http://www.ydsi.org/ydsi/index.html
http://www.ncfy.com/yd/
http://www.nydic.org/nydic/index.html
http://www.nap.edu/catalog.php?record_id=10022
http://ase.tufts.edu/iaryd/default.htm
http://www.forumfyi.org/index.cfm
http://gardnercenter.stanford.edu/index.html
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More Appropriate Sources
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Even if we Embrace these Materials, 
We Still Need More Concrete Guidance

Learn Basic Principles from Communities That 
Care, But We Still Need Help Designing and 

Measuring Interventions

The NRC Report Provides Important Context and 
Federal Perspective, But their Definition of the 

Developmental Approach is Too Broad 
-- i.e. De-Incarceration and DMC

Positive Youth Justice Model is Designed to be 
Simple, with a Focus on Measurement
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Positive Youth Justice
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Butts, Jeffrey A., Gordon Bazemore, and 
Aundra Saa Meroe (2010)

Positive youth justice: 
Framing justice interventions 
using the concepts of positive 
youth development 

Washington, DC: Coalition for Juvenile 
Justice.

www.juvjustice.org
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Positive Youth Justice
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ASSETS
Learning/Doing Attaching/Belonging

Work • Activities (Tracked)

• Outcomes (Measured)

• Activities (Tracked)

• Outcomes (Measured)

Education • Activities (Tracked)

• Outcomes (Measured)

• Activities (Tracked)

• Outcomes (Measured)

DOMAINS Relationships • Activities (Tracked)

• Outcomes (Measured)

• Activities (Tracked)

• Outcomes (Measured)

Community • Activities (Tracked)

• Outcomes (Measured)

• Activities (Tracked)

• Outcomes (Measured)

Health • Activities (Tracked)

• Outcomes (Measured)

• Activities (Tracked)

• Outcomes (Measured)

Creativity • Activities (Tracked)

• Outcomes (Measured)

• Activities (Tracked)

• Outcomes (Measured)
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Positive Youth Justice
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 Guidance for implementing positive youth 
development principles 

 Plan for measurement

 NOT a “philosophy” or “perspective” and 
NOT a “program”
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D.C. Department of Youth Rehabilitation Services
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DYRS inspired the 
original development of 
the PYJ Model and fully 
embraced the approach. 

The agency organizes 
its efforts across the six 
domains and reports on 
youth outcomes the 
same way.
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D.C. Department of Youth Rehabilitation Services
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Seven-part series on the application of Positive 
Youth Justice across the country.
https://chronicleofsocialchange.org/issue/positive-youth-justice
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Even Wikipedia…
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Some models using the terms 
“youth development” or even 
“positive youth justice” have 

different meanings.

Some Approaches Altered the Meaning
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European Developments

Researchers/ academics from Wales 
propose child-friendly, diversionary, 
inclusive, engaging, promotional 
practice and legitimate partnerships 
between children and adults. Their 
positive and principled model of 
youth justice is described in 
Positive Youth Justice: Children 
First, Offenders Second.

Policy Press (2015)
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Oregon Youth Authority
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OYA’s PHD framework:

Focuses on both youth development 
and staff development to:
- Foster supporting relationships
- Offer meaningful participation, and
- Set high expectations where 

engagement, learning and growth 
can occur.



JohnJayREC

Sierra Health Foundation

19

Adopted the name Positive Youth Justice and 
launched an effort to redesign the youth justice 
systems in six California counties.

But then:

Initiative Design Elements
“The initiative uses an approach that invests in 
youth, treats trauma, provides wraparound 
service delivery and changes systems to 
strengthen local infrastructure and sustain the 
improvements.”
http://www.shfcenter.org/pyji/background
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Does Positive Youth Justice “Work” ?
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 Not really the right question 

 Similar to asking if adolescent development 
“works”

 PYJ helps youth-supporting communities & 
agencies focus their efforts to facilitate healthy 
development – the best way to reduce youthful 
offending
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 Depends on sustained investment by service
providers, researchers, and funding sources

 Requires an accumulation of findings from
numerous, high-quality studies – not simple
pre-post evaluations

But, will PYJ ever be “evidence-based” ?

Does Positive Youth Justice “Work” ?
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What Simple Evaluations Do…
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Case Management
Compliance
Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy
Family Therapy
Drug Treatment
Mental Health Supports
Mentoring
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Outcomes
Recidivism

Relapse Reconviction

Employment

Graduation Sobriety

What Simple Evaluations Do…
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Outcomes

What Simple Evaluations Do…
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What it Takes to Build Evidence…
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Individual-level measurement of:
 Inputs: 

Services, activities, program efforts

 Outputs: 
Service participation, activities completed

 Outcomes: 
Youth behaviors and accomplishments
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Service Provision Service Participation Behaviors/Accomplishments

X  X X X X X X  X X X + – + – + + –

X  X X  X + – + –
X  X X X X X  – – –

X  X X X X X X X  X X X + + + + –
X  X X X X X  X X X X + – + + + + + –

X  X X  X + – –
X  X X X X X  X X + – +  + – –

X  X X X X X X X  X X X + + –

What it Takes to Build Evidence…
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We must be AGNOSTIC and open to new facts

 Central goal is to find effective approaches
-- NOT to deliver a particular type of service or to

ensure the financial stability of certain agencies

 Advocating one form of intervention over another 
based on turf, convenience, bias or a concern for our 
own financial success is simply wrong

What it Takes to Build Evidence…
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We Need to be Guided by Theory

Risk Protective

Community disorder

Poverty

Family violence

School failure

Cognitive defects

Unemployment

Lack of empathy
Poor decision-making

Poor nutrition
Hopelessness

Greed Crime
Mental illness

Substance abuse

So, How Do We Focus Intervention?

Family support
School success

Secure housing
Stable employment

Health Positive friends

Ethical framework
Adult guidanceSelf-efficacy

Community respect
Physical safety

Future aspirations
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9 Factors Associated with Desistance: 

 Age/Maturation  Family/Relationships

 Sobriety  Employment 

 Hope & Motivation  Avoid “Criminal Identity” 

 Having Something to Offer Others

 Having a Place Within a Valued Social Group

 Being “Believed in”

British Ministry of Justice (2014) 
“Transforming Rehabilitation: A Summary of Evidence on Reducing Reoffending”

We Need to be Guided by Theory



JohnJayREC

30

 Simply acknowledging that adolescent 
development exists is not equivalent to 
implementing a developmental approach

 Understanding adolescent neuroscience does 
not automatically result in a developmental 
approach

 Youth justice systems must see the limits of 
the risk-based approach

PYJ is a Disruptive Innovation
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PYJ : Consistent with Brain Science
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 Adolescence is dominated by 
peer interactions, novelty seeking,
and
elevated consumption behavior, 
which can be adaptive despite the
associated risks
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PYJ : Consistent with Brain Science
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 Adolescents have poor self-control
in emotionally charged situations, 
are easily influenced by peers
and don’t think through consequences
of some actions
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PYJ : Consistent with Brain Science
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 Research suggests adolescence is characterized
by rapid growth in brain areas governing
pleasure-seeking & emotional reactivity –
with slower development in areas that support 
self-control and judgment
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PYJ : Consistent with Brain Science
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 Newest research suggests that 
adversity and stress “down regulate”
the brain systems that allow for adaptive
behavior and “up regulate” the emotional
systems that can hijack rational regions 
important for guiding choices
and actions
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What Does This Mean for Justice?

35

 Understanding the adolescent brain is important if 
we’re trying to influence adolescent behavior

 BUT, delinquency is not a neurological “disorder” 
or a mental health problem
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Prevalence of Mental Health Problems
Secure 
Detention 
Population

Teplin et al. (2002), 
Archives of General 
Psychiatry

69%

All U.S. 
Adolescents

U.S. Department of 
Health and Human 
Services (1999), Mental 
Health: A Report of the 
Surgeon General

21%

Probation 
Intake 
Population

Wasserman et al. 
(2005), American 
Journal of Public Health

46%

Juvenile 
Assessment 
Center 
Population 
(diversion)

McReynolds et al. 
(2008), Crime and 
Delinquency

29%
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Prevalence of Mental Health Problems
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Are Rates of Mental Disorders Among 
Young Offenders Partly a Reflection of 
Their Social-Economic Status?

Amazingly, there are no good studies on mental 
health and socio-economic status among 
adolescents…

… but we know some things from studies of adults.
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“Major Depressive Episode” in Past Year (Adults)

National Survey on Drug Use and Health, SAMHSA (2006)

6%

14%

Working Full-Time Unemployed
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“Any Mood Disorder” in Adults Under 40

National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (III), reported in Jonas et al. (2006)

7.4% 7.5%

Some College High School

13.6%

Less Than 
High School
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“Any Mood Disorder” in Adults Under 40

5.7%

8.6%

High Income Moderate 
Income

12.5%

Low Income

National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (III), reported in Jonas et al. (2006)
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“Dysthymia” in Adults Under 40

1.9%

4.6%

Some College High School Less Than 
High School

11.7%

National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (III), reported in Jonas et al. (2006)
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“Dysthymia” in Adults Under 40

0.9%

5.0%

High Income Moderate 
Income

Low Income

8.9%

National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (III), reported in Jonas et al. (2006)
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 Do youth become involved in persistent criminal
behavior because of mental health problems?

or, 

 Are mental health problems more common
among youth that tend to be more deeply
involved in the justice system?

Very Different Implications for 
Service Delivery and Crime Reduction Policy

Key Question
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Youth at a 
Juvenile 

Assessment 
Center

What proportion 
have a substance 
use disorder?
- McReynolds et al. (2008)11%

100%

Rate of 
substance 
use 
disorders 
among all 
U.S. 12-17 
year-olds.
- SAMHSA
(2006)

8%

One More Example: 
Drug Problems
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Youth at a 
Juvenile 

Assessment 
Center

Of these, what 
proportion have a 
substance use disorder?
- Wasserman et al. 11%

100%

Youth 
Referred to 

Juvenile 
Probation

25%

About half of all 
arrested youth are 
referred to juvenile 
court authorities.
- Juvenile Court Statistics, OJJDP

50% 

Looking at 
National Data 
on Juvenile 
Offenders…
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Youth at a 
Juvenile 

Assessment 
Center

11%

100%

Youth 
Referred to 

Juvenile 
Probation

25%

About 20 percent of all 
court referred youth are 
held in secure detention 
at some point.
- Juvenile Court Statistics, OJJDP

Of these, what 
proportion have a 
substance use disorder?
- Teplin et al. 

Youth Held in 
Secure 

Detention

49%

20% 
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Substance Use Disorders

Abuse Disorders
Alcohol 2%
Marijuana 4%
Other drug 1%

Dependence Disorders
Alcohol 1%
Marijuana 5%
Other drug 1%

No Disorder 89%

Among Youth Referred to a 
Juvenile Assessment Center

Source: McReynolds et al. (2008)

Abuse Disorders
Alcohol 7%
Marijuana 10%
Other drug 3%

Dependence Disorders
Alcohol 3%
Marijuana 13%
Other drug 4%

No Disorder 75%

Among Youth Referred to 
Juvenile Probation Intake

Source: Wasserman et al. (2005)
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Summing up…
 Approximately 10% to 25% of young offenders have 

substance use issues that could be called “problematic” –
either abuse or dependence

 Most of these substance use issues involve
alcohol and marijuana (80% to 90%)

 Few youth (5%) have addiction or dependence
problems involving serious, illegal drugs

 So, why do we think solving the drug problem
will solve the youth crime problem?

(It’s necessary, but not sufficient…)
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Research-Informed Interventions

We need a strong, evidence-based 
approach that is: 

50

 Suitable for all youth, including those not primarily 
affected by mental  health or substance abuse issues 

 Designed to support behavior change

 Focused on protective factors & healthy  development, 
not just risk mitigation

 Suitable for collection of individual-level inputs, 
outputs, and outcomes
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PYJ Model: Positive Youth Justice
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ASSETS
Learning/Doing Attaching/Belonging

Work • Activities (Tracked)

• Outcomes (Measured)

Education

DOMAINS Relationships

Community

Health 

Creativity 
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PYJ Model: Positive Youth Justice
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ASSETS
Learning/Doing Attaching/Belonging

Work • Activities (Tracked)

• Outcomes (Measured)

• Activities (Tracked)

• Outcomes (Measured)

Education

DOMAINS Relationships

Community

Health 

Creativity 
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PYJ Model: Positive Youth Justice
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ASSETS
Learning/Doing Attaching/Belonging

Work • Activities (Tracked)

• Outcomes (Measured)

• Activities (Tracked)

• Outcomes (Measured)

Education • Activities (Tracked)

• Outcomes (Measured)

• Activities (Tracked)

• Outcomes (Measured)

DOMAINS Relationships • Activities (Tracked)

• Outcomes (Measured)

• Activities (Tracked)

• Outcomes (Measured)

Community • Activities (Tracked)

• Outcomes (Measured)

• Activities (Tracked)

• Outcomes (Measured)

Health • Activities (Tracked)

• Outcomes (Measured)

• Activities (Tracked)

• Outcomes (Measured)

Creativity • Activities (Tracked)

• Outcomes (Measured)

• Activities (Tracked)

• Outcomes (Measured)
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Contact Information

Jeffrey A. Butts, Ph.D.
Director, Research & Evaluation Center

John Jay College of Criminal Justice
City University of New York

www.JohnJayREC.nyc

www.PositiveYouthJustice.org
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