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including, for example, the disproportion-
ate numbers of minorities in the system, 
gang reduction efforts, and the special 
needs of delinquent girls. The OJJDP also 
has established important programs to 
deal with Internet crimes against children 
and special interventions for tribal youth.14

The OJJDP publishes the Journal of 
Juvenile Justice, which provides research, 
strategies, and tactics for practitioners and 
scholars. The importance of evidence-based 
approaches is emphasized throughout the 
system, and research provides support 
for which programs are most effective. 
Evidence-based approaches are encouraged 
at all levels in the system. Police, courts, 
and corrections are expected to engage in 
practices identified by research studies as 
effective for prevention of delinquency 
and reduction of recidivism.

Rates of Juvenile Delinquency
In the 1980s and early 1990s, juvenile offending rates increased substantially. Urban areas 

showed the highest arrest rates of juveniles. The higher offending rates were connected to the 
accessibility of illegal firearms, crack, and increases in gang activity. Offending rates rose to 
their highest levels in the early to mid-1990s and then began to decline. In Denver, Colorado, 
the 1993 “Summer of Violence,” which resulted in 74 homicides, created a climate of fear 
among the public and politicians. Ten bills to deal with youth violence were signed into law 
during a special legislative session, and Governor Roy Romer publicly announced, “These are 
very young people who have no code of conduct, no moral framework that teaches them to 
respect life.”15 As a result of the increasing violence, the movement toward a more punitive 
juvenile justice system swept across the entire country and remains in place today.

During the 1990s, members of the public and politicians believed the country was headed 
into a never-ending wave of juvenile violence that would spin out of control. Fear of juve-
nile violence was further promulgated by the introduction of the idea of the juvenile super-
predator by John Dilulio, a political science professor at Princeton University. Dilulio coined 
the term superpredator and called attention to juveniles who recklessly engaged in violent, 
impulsive acts of murder, assault, robbery, and burglary.16 His overblown rhetoric (picked up 
by some opportunistic politicians) warned of an impending storm of juveniles flooding the 
streets, creating a “crime bomb.”17 Despite research findings showing the notion of serious 
violence waves caused by superpredators to be untrue, the myth created and perpetrated by a 
few criminologists and the media led policymakers to enact more punitive laws to combat the 
projected (but never realized) rising tide of juvenile delinquency.18 Many jurisdictions passed 
curfew, parental responsibility, and anti-gang laws. By the late 1990s, zero tolerance became 
the standard for dealing with juveniles as the get-tough approach took hold.

The Federal Bureau of Investigation’s (FBI) Uniform Crime Reports (UCR) arrest data 
show decreases in juvenile offending and arrests over time. In 2014, the number of juve-
nile arrests (804,104) was 64% lower compared with 2001 (2,273,500 arrests).19 Even com-
pared with the adult system, arrests decreased dramatically over time, but have stabilized 
since.20 Still, even with this decrease, FBI data show in 2014, there were 804,104 arrests of 
juveniles (under the age of 18) recorded in the UCR. During the same year, 590 juveniles 
were arrested for murder, 2,564 were arrested for rape, 15,312 were arrested for robbery, 
and 23,657 were arrested for aggravated assault. A total of 184,821 arrests of juveniles for 
property crimes were recorded in UCR arrest data, though based only on acts reported to the 
police, offer information on trends, demographics, and locations. The data are based on the 

Status offenses are acts committed only by juveniles. How should children, who 

often imitate the actions of adults, be handled when caught engaging in a status 

offense?

©
 uw

e u
ms

tät
ter

/im
ag

eB
RO

KE
R/

Co
rbi

s

superpredator: A term 
coined by Princeton 
University’s John Dilulio 
to describe the threat 
of increasing violent 
juvenile crime.


