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For young offenders, law enforcement is often the entry point into the juvenile justice system.

When a juvenile is apprehended for the first time for violating the law, it is the police officer

who determines the nature of the offender's initial involvement with the justice system.

Law enforcement agencies track the volume and characteristics of crimes that are reported to

them. Since some crimes are never reported, however, and other crimes remain unsolved,

law enforcement data alone are generally insufficient to fully assess the community's delin-

quency problem.

Law enforcement agencies, however, also report arrest statistics that can be used to monitor

the flow of juveniles into the justice system. These arrest statistics are the most frequently

cited source of information on juvenile crime trends.

This Bulletin describes the extent and characteristics of juvenile arrests. It provides arrest

rates for violent and property crimes, drug and weapon offenses, and violations of alcohol,

curfew, and loitering laws. Arrests and arrest trends for males and females and for diverse

racial groups are compared. The Bulletin also details the characteristics of the victims and the

perpetrators of homicides committed by juveniles.

Using data compiled by the Federal Bureau of Investigation, this Bulletin offers the reader a

wealth of information on law enforcement and juvenile crime.



Most information about law enforcement's response
to juvenile crime comes from the FBI's UCR Program

Since the 1930s, police
agencies have reported
to the UCR Program
Each year, thousands of police agencies

voluntarily report the following data to the

Federal Bureau of Investigation's (FBI's)

Uniform Crime Reporting (UCR) Program:

• Number of Index crimes reported to

law enforcement (see sidebar).

• Number of arrests and the most seri-

ous charge involved in each arrest.

• Age, sex, and race of arrestees.

• Proportion of reported Index crimes

cleared by arrest and the proportion

of these Index crimes cleared by the

arrest of persons under age 18.

• Police dispositions of juvenile arrests.

• Detailed victim, assailant, and circum-

stance information in murder cases.

What can the UCR arrest
data tell us about crime
and young people?
The UCR arrest data can provide esti-

mates of the annual number of arrests of

juveniles* within specific offense catego-

ries. UCR data can also provide detail on

juvenile arrests by sex, race, and type of

location (urban, suburban, or rural area).

The data can be used to compare the

relative number of arrests of adults and

* In this Bulletin, "juvenile" refers to persons
under age 18. This definition is at odds with the
legal definition of juveniles in 1999 in 13 States—
10 States where all 17-year-olds are defined as
adults and 3 States where all 16- and 17-year-
olds are defined as adults.

juveniles within offense categories, to

develop estimates of change in arrests

over various periods, and to monitor the

proportion of crimes cleared by arrests

of juveniles.

What do UCR data
count?
UCR data document the number of

crimes reported to police, not the num-

ber committed. The UCR Program moni-

tors the number of Index crimes that

come to the attention of law enforcement

agencies. Although this information is

useful in identifying trends in the volume

of reported crime, it is important to rec-

ognize that not all crimes are brought to

the attention of law enforcement.

Crimes are more likely to be reported if

they involve a serious injury or a large

economic loss and if there is a desire to

have law enforcement involved in the

matter. Therefore, some crimes are more

likely to come to the attention of law en-

forcement than are others. For example,

the National Crime Victimization Survey

for 1998 found that victims reported 80%

of motor vehicle thefts to police, 63% of

robberies, 58% of aggravated assaults,

50% of burglaries, 41% of simple as-

saults, 32% of sexual assaults, and 29%

of thefts. Overall, victims reported to law

enforcement 46% of violent crimes and

36% of property crimes.

Changes in the proportion of crimes re-

ported may, therefore, reflect more than

changes in the number of crimes actually

committed. They may also reflect changes

in the willingness of victims to report

crimes to law enforcement agencies.
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UCR data document the number of ar-
rests made, not the number of persons
arrested. A person can be arrested more
than once in a year. Each arrest is counted
separately in the UCR data. One arrest can
represent many crimes. If a person were
arrested for allegedly committing 40 bur-
glaries, it would show up in the UCR data
as one arrest for burglary. Also, one crime
may result in multiple arrests. For exam-
ple, three youth may be arrested for one
burglary. A single crime with multiple
arrests is more likely to occur with juve-
niles than with adult offenders because
juveniles are more likely than adults to
commit crimes in groups.

UCR arrest data reflect only the most
serious offense for which a person was
arrested. An arrest of a person for both
robbery and weapons possession would
appear in the UCR data as one robbery
arrest. The UCR data on number of
weapons arrests, therefore, reflect only
those arrests in which a weapons charge
was the most serious offense charged.
This aspect of the UCR counting rules
must be taken into consideration when
the data are used to analyze arrest
volume and trends for less serious
offenses.

Clearance data provide another per-
spective on law enforcement. A crime is
considered cleared if someone is charged
with the crime or if someone is believed
to have committed the crime but for
some reason (e.g., the death of the sus-
pect, unwillingness of the victim to pros-
ecute) an arrest cannot be made. If a
person is arrested and charged with
committing 40 burglaries, UCR records
40 burglary clearances. If three people
are arrested for robbing a liquor store,
UCR records one robbery cleared.

Knowing both the number of crimes
reported and the number cleared in a
year makes it possible to compute the
proportion of crimes cleared in a year.
A much greater proportion of violent
crimes than property crimes are cleared.

UCR data capture the proportion of
crimes cleared by juvenile arrest. UCR
data also document the proportion of
cleared crimes that were cleared by the
arrest of persons under age 18. Assess-
ments of the juvenile contribution to the
crime problem are often based on this
proportion. Clearance and arrest statistics
give very different pictures of the juvenile
contribution to crime.

How should juvenile
arrest and clearance
data be interpreted?
Considerations in interpreting UCR data
on juvenile arrests and clearances can be
demonstrated by attempting to answer a
typical question about juvenile crime: "In
1999, what proportion of all robberies
were committed by juveniles?" The UCR
data show that 25% of all persons arrest-
ed for robbery in 1999 were under age
18 and that 15% of all robberies cleared
in 1999 were cleared by the arrest of per-
sons underage 18.

The key to reconciling the difference be-
tween the two percentages is the fact,
noted previously, that juveniles are more
likely than adults to commit crimes in
groups. If a police department cleared all
seven of its robberies in a year by arrest-
ing two juveniles for one incident and six
different adults for the other six incidents,
the juvenile proportion of persons arrest-
ed for robbery would be 25% (2 in 8),
and the juvenile proportion of robberies
cleared would be 14% (1 in 7). Arrest
percentages are offender-based; clear-
ance percentages are offense-based.

Clearance data are a better choice than
arrest data for determining the juvenile
proportion of all robberies committed.
There are, however, questions about what
clearance figures actually represent.

One question stems from the fact that a
crime cleared by the arrest of a juvenile
and the arrest of an adult is classified by
the FBI as an adult clearance. Therefore,
some cleared crimes involving juvenile
offenders are not counted in the propor-
tion of crimes cleared by juvenile arrest,
a factor that makes the juvenile clearance
proportion an underestimate of juvenile
involvement in cleared crimes.
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Another question is whether it is safe to

assume that characteristics of robberies

cleared are similar to characteristics of

robberies not cleared. For example, were

the 29% of robberies cleared in 1999 like

the 71% not cleared?

A study of more than 21,000 robberies in

7 States between 1991 and 1993 found

that robberies by juveniles were more

likely to result in arrest than were rob-

beries by adults (Snyder, 1999). The

FBI's National Incident-Based Reporting

System (NIBRS) data from these States

gave the victim's perception of the age of

the offender and indicated whether the

offender was arrested. This study found

that robberies by juveniles were 23%

more likely to result in arrest than were

robberies by adults. Therefore, the juve-

nile proportion of cleared robberies was

substantially greater than the proportion

of robberies actually committed by juve-

niles. Based on this finding, it appears

that UCR clearance percentages over-

estimate the juvenile responsibility for

crime because juvenile offenders are

more likely to be arrested.

Arrest data and clearance data can be

used to explore different types of ques-

tions. Arrest data provide a rough esti-

mate of how many juveniles entered the

justice system in a given year; but it must

be remembered that a particular individ-

ual may have been arrested more than

once during the year (and therefore

counted more than once), and that a par-

ticular arrest may have involved more

than one offense (with only the most

serious charge counted). Clearance data

are more useful than arrest data in esti-

mating the proportion of crimes commit-

ted by juveniles, but evidence that juve-

niles are more likely than adults to be

arrested for their crimes indicates that

clearance percentages also exaggerate

juveniles' actual share of crime.

However, and most important, the trends,

or changes, in arrest data are likely to

reflect actual changes in the number of

juveniles entering the juvenile justice sys-

tem, whereas changes in clearance pro-

portions can be used to monitor changes

in the relative responsibility of juveniles

for crime.

How accurate are the
UCR-based juvenile
arrest and clearance
trends?
Annually, the FBI generates national esti-

mates of reported crimes for the 8 Index

offenses and national estimates of total

arrests in 29 offense categories. The

Bureau does not currently produce na-

tional estimates of juvenile arrests or

arrest rates (although it did produce

tables of juvenile arrest rates up through

the early 1990s). For those interested in

juvenile arrest trends, the FBI's annual

Crime in the United States reports do

contain numerous tables showing juve-

nile arrest counts reported to the FBI by

that year's contributing law enforcement

agencies.

Statisticians characterize these annual

samples as "opportunistic" samples—

that is, each sample contains data from

every agency that was willing and able to

report to the FBI in that year. The essen-

tial problem is that the sample is not sci-

entifically determined; therefore, no one

can assume that the sample's character-

istics (e.g., juvenile arrest proportions,

juvenile arrest rates) are representative

of all the law enforcement agencies in

the U.S.

For example, let us assume that one sam-

ple contained a disproportionate number

of agencies from large metropolitan areas

or cities. If so, then the arrest tables in

Crime in the United States would present

a picture of juvenile arrests with a more

urban character than the U.S. as a whole.

This would mean, compared with the U.S.

overall, the data from the reporting sam-

ple would have a higher percentage of

violent crime arrests, a higher percentage

of juvenile arrests, higher rates of juvenile

arrests for violent crimes, and higher

percentages and rates of arrest for black

juveniles across offense categories.

In all, the quality of the juvenile arrest

rate trends derived from the sample data

reported in Crime in the United States is

dependent on the consistent representa-

tiveness of the annual reporting samples.

There are currently no assessments of

the representativeness of the annual sam-

ples. What is known is that the coverage

of the sample has changed substantially

in recent years. For 1999, law enforce-

ment agencies with jurisdiction over 63%

of the U.S. population contributed data

on arrests, a proportion lower than at any

time in the prior 20 years.

The traditional approach to the develop-

ment of national estimates of juvenile

arrests (and clearances) is based on the

assumption that the reporting samples in

the Crime in the United States series are

nationally representative. The more this

assumption is violated, the less reliable are

the estimates. It is possible to adjust for

some of the known, or measurable, biases

in the samples, but this work has not been

done. Even if such adjustments were

made, the validity of the estimates would

still be in question because of the inherent

weaknesses of an opportunistic sample.

From a pragmatic standpoint, those who

wish to study arrest and clearance trends

are encouraged to turn to the FBI's UCR

Program and its Crime in the United

States reports. This resource is the best

information available, even with its weak-

nesses. Users, however, should always be

aware of the potential biases in the data

and the potential effects of these biases.
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Murders by juveniles fell in 1999 to their lowest level
since the mid-1980s

The exact number of
murders committed by
juveniles is difficult to
assess
Based on the FBI's Supplemental Homicide

Report (SHR) data, 15,530 persons were

murdered in the U.S. in 1999—the lowest

number since 1969. Of these murders,

about 1,040 were determined by law en-

forcement to involve a juvenile offender;

however, the actual number is greater than

this. In 1999, the FBI had no information

on the offender(s) for about 5,630 report-

ed murders (36% of the total). These may

have been murders for which no one was

arrested or the offender was otherwise not

identified, or they may have been cases for

which the local agency did not report com-

plete information to the FBI. Regardless,

the number of murders committed by ju-

veniles in 1999 was undoubtedly greater

than 1,040, but just how much greater is

difficult to determine. If it is assumed that

the involvement of juveniles in murders

without offender information is similar to

their involvement in murders with offender

information, then about 1,630 murders (or

11% of all murders) in 1999 had at least

one offender who was under the age of

18 at the time of the crime.

The 1,040 murders known to involve a

juvenile offender in 1999 involved about

1,280 juveniles and 540 adults. Of all

murders involving a juvenile offender,

32% also involved an adult and 9% in-

volved another juvenile. In all, 41% of

all murders involving a juvenile in 1999

involved more than one person and 59%

involved a lone juvenile.
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Whom do juveniles kill?
Between 1980 and 1999, most victims of

murders involving juvenile offenders were

male (83%). Slightly more victims were

white (51%) than black (47%). In 27%

of murders by juveniles, the victim was

also a juvenile. Victims in 70% of mur-

ders by juveniles were killed with a fire-

arm; 25% were murdered with another

type of weapon (e.g., knife, blunt object);

and 5% were murdered with hands or

feet. Of all victims killed by juveniles,

2% were parents, 12% were other family

members, 55% were acquaintances, and

31 % were strangers.

Who are the juvenile
murderers?
Between 1980 and 1999, the large ma-

jority (93%) of known juvenile murder

offenders were male. More than half

(56%) were black. Of known juvenile

murder offenders, 42% were age 17,

29% were age 16, and 17% were age

15; 88% were age 15 or older.

Murders by the very
young are rare
Between 1980 and 1999, an annual aver-

age of about 35 juveniles age 12 or

younger were identified as participants

in murders—a figure that remained

essentially constant over the time period.

The majority of these young murder

offenders were male (83%), and half

(51%) were black. For young offenders,

the victim was more likely to be an

acquaintance (46%) than a family

member (37%) or a stranger (17%).

A firearm was involved in 53% of the

murders committed by these young

offenders.
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Boys and girls tend to
kill different types of
victims
Between 1980 and 1999, 55% of male

juvenile murder offenders killed an ac-

quaintance, 37% killed a stranger, and

9% killed a family member. Compared

with males, female juvenile murder of-

fenders were far more likely to kill family

members (39%) and less likely to kill

strangers (15%) or acquaintances

(46%).

Between 1980 and 1999, about 2% of

male offenders killed persons under age

6, while 21% of female offenders killed

young children. Because there were so

many more male offenders than female

offenders, however, roughly equal num-

bers of male and female juvenile offend-

ers were involved in the murder of young

children. Annually between 1980 and

1999,10% of male and 12% of female

juvenile offenders were involved in the

death of a person age 50 or older.

Males were far more likely than females

to kill with a firearm. Between 1980 and

1999, 72% of male juvenile murder of-

fenders used a firearm, while 13% used a

knife. In contrast, 38% of female juvenile

murder offenders used a firearm, and

29% used a knife.

1 in 5 juvenile murder
offenders kills a person
of another race
Youth were most likely to kill persons

of their own race. Between 1980 and

1999, 82% of juvenile murder offenders

were involved in murders of persons of

their own race. Same-race killing was

most common for white youth (90%)

and less common for blacks (77%),

Asian/Pacific Islanders (59%), and

American Indians (45%).
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