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1.2. Juvenile offenders and crime

Many offenders are not arrested, and many arrested are not referred to juvenile courts and, thus, are not captured in official law enforcement or court data. Self-report and official records are the primary sources of information on juvenile offending. There has been an on-going debate about the relative ability of self-report studies and official statistics to describe juvenile crime. Self-report studies ask juvenile victims and offenders to report on their experiences and behaviors. Official records often under-represent juvenile delinquent behavior, as many crimes by juveniles are never reported to authorities, and many juveniles who commit offenses are never arrested.

So, carefully used, both self-report and official statistics may provide quite reliable insight into crime. 

Thus, this part of chapter 1 relies on data developed by the Bureau of Justice Statistics’ National Crime Victimization Survey, the Federal Bureau of Investigation, and the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention’s National Juvenile Court Data Archive, as cited in the Juvenile Offenders and Victims: 1999 National Report  by Howard S. Snyder and Melissa Sickmund (National Center for Juvenile Justice, Sept. 1999).

1.2.1. Juvenile crimes

Juvenile offenses fall into four categories, which are the same as adult offenses, plus another category, which is very specific to juveniles, called “status offenses”. Those five categories are the following:

· Person offenses 
Including mainly: criminal homicide, forcible rape, robbery, aggravated assault, and simple assault.
· Property offenses 
Including mainly: burglary, larceny/theft, motor vehicle theft, arson, vandalism, trespassing.

· Drug law violations

· Public order offenses 
Including mainly: obstruction of justice, disorderly conduct, weapon offenses, liquor law violations, and nonviolent sex offenses.

· Status offenses 
Traditionally, status offenses were those behaviors that were law violations only if committed by a person of juvenile status. Such behaviors included running away from home, ungovernability (being beyond the control of parents or guardians), truancy, curfew violations, and underage drinking (which also applies to young adults up to age 20).

Some States have decriminalized some of these behaviors. In these States, these behaviors are no longer law violations. Juveniles who engage in such behaviors may be classified as dependent children, which gives child protective agencies rather than juvenile courts the primary responsibility for responding to this population.

1.2.2. Juveniles and crimes – General information 

The total U.S. population aged 10-17 is 30,640,000. Law enforcement agencies in the United States made 2.8 million arrests of persons under age 18 in 1997. About one in eleven juveniles arrested in 1997 was under age 13.

Over the past decade, there has been a tendency towards a large growth in juvenile arrests for violence, weapons, drugs and curfew violations. Since 1988, the percentage change in arrests for violent crimes increased by 49%, for drugs by 125%, for weapons (carrying, possessing, …) by 44%, and for curfew violations by 190%.

In recent years, violent and property crime arrest trends followed different paths. The juvenile property crime arrest rate held relatively constant, while juvenile violent crime arrest rate soared.

In fact, juvenile arrest trends differ according to the type of offense committed, but also according to the gender and the race of the offender. For example, between 1988 and 1997, arrests for burglary declined by 15%, and arrests for motor vehicle theft declined by 17%, even though the overall arrest rate for property crimes increased by 1%. Female arrest rates for weapons law violations nearly tripled between 1981 and 1997, while the male rate nearly doubled. But even with its greater increase, the female rate in 1997 was only 10% of the male rate.

1.2.3. Juveniles and violent crime

Whom do juveniles kill?

Between 1980 and 1997, most victims in homicides involving juveniles were male (83%). Slightly more victims were white (50%) than black (47%). Youth were more likely to kill persons of their own race. 81% of juvenile offenders were involved in murders of persons of their own race, which proves wrong the stereotype saying that whites are the main targets and victims of blacks.

Who are the juvenile murderers?

Between 1980 and 1997, the large majority (93%) of known juvenile offenders were male. More than half (56%) were black. Of known juvenile homicide offenders, 

42% were age 17, 29% were age 16, and 17% were age 15, the rest being younger than 15.

In 1997, the F.B.I. collected detailed information on 87% of all murder victims known to law enforcement. The map below represents an analysis of these data19.
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88% of the more than 3,000 Counties in the United States reported no juvenile murderers in 1997. Another 6% of the Counties had just one identified juvenile homicide offender in 1997. 

In fact, more than one in four juvenile homicide offenders (27%) in 1997 were in eight Counties. The major cities in these eight Counties are Chicago, Los Angeles, Houston, New York, Baltimore, Detroit, Philadelphia and Dallas. As these eight cities contain just 12% of the U.S. population, it is clear that homicide by juveniles is concentrated in a small urban portion of the U.S. geographic area.




Known juvenile murderers, per County, in the United States in 1997
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Source: Snyder, Howard S. and Melissa Sickmund.  Juvenile Offenders and Victims: 1999 National Report ( Pittsburgh, PA: NCJJ, 1999 ).











