Most communities in the United States experience racial and ethnic inequities in their juvenile
justice system – meaning that youth of color experience the justice system differently from white
youth. Youth of color are more likely to be arrested, detained, and confined than white youth,
and are more likely to be tried as adults.1 These disparities have deep historical roots reaching
back long before the founding of the juvenile justice system in this country.2 This fact sheet
highlights key facts to understand about the intersection of racial justice and the juvenile justice
system.
1) Youth of Color Don’t Engage in More Delinquent Acts than White Youth
Differing rates of delinquency among youth of different races and ethnicities do not
explain the vast disparities in their involvement at various points in the juvenile justice
system.3 2015 survey data compiled by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC), shows that black, Hispanic, and white youth are engaged in illegal behaviors at
similar rates.4
2) Disparities Can be Found Across the United States
In 2015, youth of color comprised a majority (69 percent) of the more than 47,000 youth
incarcerated on any given day, and were significantly more likely to be incarcerated than
white youth—black youth were 5 times as likely, Native American youth were 3.1 times
as likely, and Latino youth were 1.6 times as likely to be incarcerated as white youth.5
When the data is broken down by decision point in the juvenile justice system, it shows
over-representation of youth of color throughout the process from arrest through court
referral and placement out of home.6
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3) Racial and Ethnic Disparities Have Grown as Youth Incarceration Rates Have
Fallen
Nationally, the rate of youth incarceration has fallen from 355 per 100,000 youth in 1997
to 152 per 1000,000 in 2015. In total numbers, there was a high of 110,126 total youth
locked up on any given day in 2000 and that number fell to 48,043 in 2015.7
However, racial disparities in confinement have been growing. African-American youth
were approximately four times as likely as white youth to be incarcerated in 2001 and are
five times as likely today. Disparities grew in 37 states and shrank in only 13.8
4) Implicit Biases Play Role in Disparities
Implicit bias involves the unconscious use of attitudes or stereotypes that affect our
understanding, actions, or decisions. 9 The pervasiveness of negative stereotypes about
youth of color in America has led many people to associate youth of color with crime and
dangerousness,10 and often implicit biases impact juvenile justice system decision
makers. Biases of key decision makers, such as police officers, judges, and probation
officers, 11 play a role in perpetuating disparities in the juvenile justice system.12
5) Policies and Resource Distribution Drive Disparities
There are numerous system and resource issues that lead to these racial and ethnic
disparities. School disciplinary policies in which students are suspended, expelled, and
arrested for minor disciplinary infractions, have been shown to disparately affect students
of color and can start youth on a path of further delinquency.13 The high distribution of
law enforcement to the streets and schools in low income communities that are majority
people of color leads to increased arrests for frequently non-criminal behavior, such as
truancy, curfew violations and loitering.14 Services are often lacking in communities of
color, whether that be diversion programs, victims’ services, positive youth programming
or family support services.15
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