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Probation plays a critical role in the juvenile justice (JJ) system, but the absence of clear 

intended outcomes for youth who are justice involved might contribute to the 

unnecessary use of judicial dispositions to probation and out-of-home placement, as 

well as to high rates of recidivism. In this brief, we describe findings from a 

developmental evaluation of the Annie E. Casey Foundation’s (the Foundation’s) 

expansion of the Juvenile Detention Alternatives Initiative® to the deep end of the JJ 

system. Through its deep-end work, the Foundation aims to safely and significantly 

reduce the use of out-of-home placements for youth, especially youth of color. The 

findings in this brief build on those presented in Keeping Youth Out of the Deep End of the 

Juvenile Justice System: A Developmental Evaluation Overview of the Annie E. Casey 

Foundation’s Deep-End Reform, which provides an overview of the evaluation of the deep-

end reform and its findings (appendix A provides details on the methods used for the 

evaluation). Qualitative and quantitative data collection occurred between April 2014 

and August 2018. In addition, the Foundation provided additional supports to two deep-

end sites—Lucas County, Ohio, and Pierce County, Washington—as part of their 

probation transformation focus (the Foundation details the rationale for this work in a 

2018 report). Our analysis of these sites’ efforts to transform probation can be found 

here. 
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https://www.urban.org/research/publication/keeping-youth-out-deep-end-juvenile-justice-system
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/keeping-youth-out-deep-end-juvenile-justice-system
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/keeping-youth-out-deep-end-juvenile-justice-system
https://www.aecf.org/resources/transforming-juvenile-probation/
https://www.urban.org/sites/default/files/publication/99608/juvenile_probation_transformation.pdf
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In this brief, we explore the reasons for addressing probation as part of deep-end reform and the 

activities sites developed to address it. Then, we reflect on how site staff beliefs aligned with the deep-

end mission and vision, and end by discussing considerations for other jurisdictions interested in deep-

end reform. 

BOX 1 

Key Findings 

◼ Sites participating in deep-end reform minimized probation dispositions for youth with 
misdemeanor charges and developed meaningful interventions for youth assessed as being at 
high risk of rearrest. 

◼ Sustaining changes to deep-end policy and practice required buy-in from frontline probation staff 
and a shared understanding of the purposes of probation. Nearly all sites engaged in discussions 
that aimed to establish deep-end staff’s and stakeholders’ views about the purposes of probation 
through technical assistance sponsored by the Foundation. 

 

Why Address Probation as Part of Deep-End Reform? 

In many juvenile court systems, probation officers are involved in various aspects of case processing, 

such as conducting investigations, making recommendations to judges, and working with youth placed 

on probation or returning from confinement. Probation is the most commonly used disposition in 

juvenile courts (Hockenberry and Puzzanchera 2018), but it is often ordered for youth whose behavior 

is typical of most adolescents and who pose little risk to public safety. One stakeholder reflected that 

the most important change the JJ system could make to help youth succeed is to “develop […] more 

robust community-based alternatives for youth. [Stakeholders need to understand] that noncompliance 

with court/probation orders does not mean there is a public safety risk, that some level of 

noncompliance is normative adolescent behavior.”1  

The overuse of probation creates large caseloads for probation staff with limited time and 

resources to effectively promote behavior change. This was the case in sites participating in deep-end 

reform, where a survey of probation staff in 2015 and 2016 showed that less than 50 percent agreed or 

strongly agreed that their departments’ caseloads were kept to a size permitting officers to provide 

appropriate levels of supervision. Ineffective probation practices stemming from limited staff capacity 

can fuel probation revocations, which can result in out-of-home placements and drive youth back into 

the justice system after probation termination. One stakeholder commented that the most important 

goal of the deep-end reform was to “improve probation.”  
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How Did Deep-End Sites Reform Juvenile Probation? 

Though the deep-end approach addressed key decision points throughout the JJ system, most 

investments were directed toward narrowing the pipeline of referrals to the system, rethinking 

dispositional decisionmaking, and improving probation practices. Sites implemented numerous changes 

to policy and practice to minimize judicial dispositions to probation and out-of-home placement by 

increasing preadjudication diversion, limiting probation recommendations to out-of-home placement, 

and reducing the use of probation revocations.  

Changes to Policy 

Some sites, such as Lucas and Summit Counties in Ohio, refined their probation departments and 

assigned staff to newly developed units designed to help divert youth with misdemeanor charges from 

probation to services (i.e., case management, wraparound services, and restorative justice 

programming) outside the juvenile court to connect youth with resources in their own communities. 

Other sites made less formal changes to diversion practices, such as developing strong relationships 

with community partners to establish a robust system of alternatives to court involvement.  

Developing and institutionalizing tools to standardize the decisionmaking process were central to 

deep-end reforms. Stakeholders in Lucas County, Marion County, Indiana, and St. Louis City 

implemented or revised structured decisionmaking tools that informed dispositional decisionmaking 

and aimed to limit probation and placement among youth at greater risk of system reentry. Although 

the reported utility of these tools was mixed across and within sites, they provided empirically informed 

guidance to the recommendations that probation staff made to the court. Several sites also either 

developed or revised existing sanctions and incentives grids. Stakeholders in one site facilitated these 

changes by working closely with families and community-based partners, who provided services and 

incentives. In some cases, changes to incentives required buy-in from court leadership. In Pierce 

County, for example, this incentive structure—coupled with efforts to reduce the time youth spend on 

probation—led to the option of terminating probation early for youth who demonstrate behavior 

change while on probation. 

Youth on probation often face challenges with understanding and remembering the numerous 

terms and conditions they must comply with. Deep-end sites addressed this by changing probation 

conditions to make them more developmentally appropriate and easier for youth to understand. 

Bernalillo County, New Mexico, for example, was instrumental in the work of a state-level effort to 

streamline the state’s standard probation agreement to only six probation conditions. The types of 

conditions were also revised to encourage behavior change by focusing on youths’ strengths.  
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BOX 2 

Site Spotlight: Diversion 

Since 2018, all youth facing misdemeanor charges in Summit County (Ohio) Juvenile Court have been 
referred to the diversion services unit, where they are screened and referred to appropriate 
alternatives to probation, such as community service, restitution, and referrals for assessment and 
treatment services. Youth referred to the misdemeanor services unit also have access to case 
management services (including referrals to community-based services, home and school visits, peer 
and family conflict mediation, and workforce development preparation) from staff in the court’s Family 
Resource Center. This center is a county-funded, community-based program for youth who are court 
involved. By triaging the juvenile court’s resources and partnering with community stakeholders, this 
structure has allowed probation staff in Summit County to focus on youth facing the most serious 
charges and who have been assessed as being at greater risk of system reentry. 

Changes to Practice 

Sites’ deep-end activities changed several dimensions of probation practice. Numerous sites modified 

existing case planning protocols to include meetings with youth, family members, and other community 

resources to give these parties input in the development of a youth’s case plan and ensure youth have 

the supports they need to succeed on probation. This team-based approach to case planning included a 

diverse set of stakeholders unique to each site, though youth and family involvement were common 

across all sites that made these changes. Roughly 80 percent of probation staff in deep-end sites who 

participated in our 2018 Probation Policies and Practices Survey reported very often or always 

engaging youth in developing case plans, and 75 percent reported very often or always engaging 

families (box 4 offers additional survey findings).  

Probation departments in deep-end sites also improved their capacities for family engagement, and 

when asked to note the most important changes the JJ system could make to improve youth success, 

some stakeholders cited “more family engagement,” “engaging families in a different way,” and “much 

deeper parental impact during probation.” One way sites worked to engage families was through 

training. Roughly 75 percent of probation staff in deep-end sites agreed or strongly agreed that they 

regularly received training on communication skills, motivational interviewing, and other relationship-

building techniques to engage families of youth on probation. In addition, many of the trainings provided 

as part of deep-end technical assistance were directly related to family engagement. For example, one 

organization, Justice for Families, provided technical assistance on family engagement through trainings 

in several sites, covering topics such as trauma and systemic inequality. Sites also engaged in innovative 

practices to support families as they navigated juvenile court. Sites developed family newsletters and 

resource guides, embedded parents of youth formerly involved with probation in the court for guidance 

and support, engaged parents and caregivers to provide input on probation policies and practices, and 

hosted family dinners to build relationships with agency staff and support parents and caregivers of 

youth who are system involved.   
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BOX 3 

Site Spotlight: Youth Advocate Program 

The Youth Advocate Program has been in place in Marion County (Indiana) Juvenile Court since 
January 1, 2016. The program is intended to serve youth who would otherwise face residential 
placement or commitment to the Indiana Department of Corrections. It provides cognitive-behavioral 
approaches, motivational counseling, and support services, in addition to linkages to community 
resources, such as schools, employment, and life skills development services. Some of the advocacy and 
support services that the Youth Advocate Program offers include weekly in-house activities aimed at 
fostering dialogues on topics such as racism and racial inequity, employment, and violent law 
enforcement behavior. The program also holds drop-in family nights, meets parents and other 
caregivers informally in the community, and collaborates to build individualized service plans for youth. 
The program serves 15 youth at any given time and approximately 30 youth a year.  

Deep-end stakeholders viewed community engagement as a critical component of probation. Such 

engagement involves directly connecting youth to community-based resources, agencies, and services, 

and building relationships with service providers and programs in the community. Although not all staff 

incorporated this value, a majority (more than 60 percent of probation staff in deep-end sites) reported 

very often or always working with youth to improve their connections with local community centers, 

support groups, faith-based organizations, or services in the neighborhood. Furthermore, some 

department leaders encourage probation staff to build connections with providers, with an eye toward 

partnership. These partnerships, where present, helped sites develop a robust set of services for youth 

who are probation involved, services including enrichment opportunities, workforce readiness and 

other vocationally oriented programs, and behavioral and mental health treatment services. However, 

the sustainability of community-based programs was often inhibited by a dearth of funding streams. 

Some sites, like Marion County and Ramsey County, Minnesota, addressed this challenge by maximizing 

resources to support community-based programming. Ramsey County garnered support through a line 

item in the county budget specifically for programs creating alternatives to placement. Marion County 

reached a Pay for Success–like agreement with Indiana’s Department of Child Services, which provides 

ongoing funding to the county’s alternatives-to-confinement programming if the court achieves 

targeted reductions in bed days for youth in residential placement.   



 6  A D V A N C I N G  P R O B A T I O N  R E F O R M  
 

BOX 4 

Findings from the 2018 Probation Policies and Practices Survey (n=333) 

The survey found shares of probation staff in deep-end sites reporting that they very often or always do 
the following: 

◼ talk directly with youth about their probation terms and conditions (90 percent) 

◼ focus on youths’ strengths and assets to help motivate change (86 percent) 

◼ work closely with youths’ parents/caregivers to achieve the desired outcome (84 percent) 

◼ develop an individualized service plan based on youth’s unique needs (81 percent) 

◼ where applicable, talk with youth about repairing the harms they may have caused to victims, 
family members, or other members of the community (60 percent) 

◼ develop personal relationships with community groups, faith-based organizations, or other 
supportive agencies that are located where probation youth reside (57 percent) 

◼ review data about possible racial and ethnic disparities that occur in probation violations and 
other supervision decisions in their agencies (29 percent) 

 

To advance probation reform, sites also routinely collected data and used findings to inform case 

processing and case planning decisions. More than 60 percent of probation staff in deep-end sites 

agreed or strongly agreed that their leaders made sure they used data and research to make better 

decisions. More information on how data was used as part of the site activities can be found here. 

To What Extent Did Deep-End Stakeholders and 

Probation Staff Beliefs Correspond with the Deep-End 

Mission and Vision? 

Sustaining changes to deep-end policy and practice requires buy-in from frontline probation staff and a 

shared understanding of the purposes of probation. As part of their technical assistance for deep-end 

reform, Foundation staff facilitated structured discussions within sites about the purposes of probation 

to forge common ground among stakeholders. Although not all probation staff and stakeholders 

reached consensus in these discussions, survey results show that stakeholders (e.g., staff from 

community-based agencies, court administrators, judges, magistrates, prosecutorial staff, detention 

staff, and other deep-end stakeholders) largely agreed that the primary purpose of probation is to 

promote long-term behavior change (figure 1).  

https://www.urban.org/research/publication/activities-improve-data-capacity-deep-end-reform-brief
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FIGURE 1 

Deep-End Stakeholders’ Views on the Purposes of Juvenile Probation  

URBAN INSTITUTE  

Notes: Respondents rank ordered probation purposes from 1 to 6; a lower score indicates the item was considered a more 

important purpose and a higher score indicates the item was considered a less important purpose of probation. Yellow bars 

represent deep-end reform stakeholders other than probation staff. Data in this category were collected in 10 sites (Bernalillo 

County, Camden County, Hennepin County, Jefferson Parish, Lucas County, Marion County, St. Louis City, Pierce County, Ramsey 

County, and Summit County) through one wave of the Stakeholder Survey of Juvenile Probation Policies and Practices (summer 

to fall 2017; n=242; 79 percent response rate; these statistics omit 65 probation staff from the survey responses because similar 

statistics for probation staff, calculated from a different survey, are shown separately). N=177 for this particular analysis because 

probation staff that participated in the stakeholder survey were not included in that sample to distinguish input from other 

stakeholders (e.g., court staff, community-based youth-serving agencies) participating in that survey from the probation staff 

(participating in the probation survey). Blue bars represent deep-end probation staff. Data in this category were collected in 12 

sites (Bernalillo County, Camden County, Dakota County, Franklin County, Hennepin County, Jefferson Parish, Lucas County, 

Marion County, St. Louis City, Pierce County, Ramsey County, and Summit County) through the 2018 Probation Policies and 

Practices Survey (n=332 [75 percent response rate]). N=272 for this particular analysis because only 10 sites were included to be 

parallel to the sites included in the stakeholder survey. 

The evaluation team surveyed probation staff members at two points to assess whether their views 

about the purposes of probation changed (figure 2). Although staff members did not report holding 

significantly different views about the purposes of probation between the two points, we found 

movement in their views in the direction intended by the deep-end reform across most measures. Staff 

were asked to rank order a set of purposes of probation based on importance from one (most 

important) to six (least important). These rankings are depicted in figure 2, with the data points 

representing averaged rank ordered scores (those closer to one being considered more important). A 
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greater share of probation staff members in deep-end sites ranked “promote long-term behavior 

change” as a more important purpose of probation on the second of the two survey waves. In contrast, 

staff members on average ranked “to hold youth accountable for delinquent acts” as a lower priority in 

the second wave. The direction of these changes suggests the sites made minor, though promising 

progress in aligning the beliefs of probation staff with the deep-end mission and vision. As one site staff 

member noted, “[We are] beginning to reap the benefits of an attitude change. Probation [staff are] 

starting to view themselves differently—not as corrections-based, but instead as the experts in how 

to build community-based consequences that work.” 

FIGURE 2 

Changes in Probation Staff Members’ Views on the Purposes of Juvenile Probation 

Average rank order score, with low scores representing more important purposes (respondents rank ordered 

purposes of probation from 1 to 6) 

URBAN INSTITUTE  

Notes: Respondents rank ordered items from 1 to 6, meaning a lower score indicates the item was considered a more important 

purpose of probation and a higher score indicates the item was considered a less important purpose. Differences between waves 

were assessed using t-tests; *p < 0.05. Data were collected in 12 sites (Bernalillo County, Camden County, Dakota County, 

Franklin County, Hennepin County, Jefferson Parish, Lucas County, Marion County, St. Louis City, Pierce County, Ramsey County, 

and Summit County). Figure shows data from two waves of the Probation Policies and Practices Survey (2015–16, n=379 [72 

percent response rate]; 2018, n=332 [75 percent response rate]).  
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Considerations for Other Jurisdictions: What Can 

Communities Interested in Probation Reform Learn from 

This Evaluation? 

The deep-end sites’ experiences with probation reform illustrate many hard-earned lessons applicable 

for other jurisdictions interested in similar reforms. Central to any collective change process is a unified 

vision for change; a lack of consensus among stakeholders on that vision can hinder progress. When 

various court stakeholders hold conflicting views about the purposes of probation, their practices can 

send mixed signals to probation staff, families, youth themselves, and other stakeholders and 

undermine progress that youth might be making. The conversations facilitated across sites relied on a 

base of trust and respect among probation staff, court administrators, and the judiciary. Even though 

stakeholders did not always reach consensus, these discussions promoted collaboration and helped 

generate buy-in for the deep-end reform.  

Inconsistencies in stakeholders’ beliefs about probation might be a cause or a consequence of the 

lack of standard tools, policies, and practices in juvenile probation. Implementing changes to juvenile 

probation requires culture change. However, culture change in probation departments can be difficult 

when frontline probation staff receive mixed signals about the need for reform. Department leaders 

should first and foremost recognize the training and experience that probation staff already bring to 

their work, while acknowledging and working to fill existing gaps. Efforts to fill these gaps might include 

training opportunities focused on adolescent brain development, distinctions between typical youth 

behavior and delinquency, and adolescent responses to monitoring and compliance. Such efforts in staff 

development can help staff understand the reason for reform. Sites’ use of data to drive decisionmaking 

also facilitated culture change in probation departments. Disseminating the results of data analyses 

helped staff identify inequities and gaps in the system and provided them with insights to address them. 

The sites implemented a wide range of activities to change probation policy and practice. Elements 

that made these changes possible included strong leadership and committed frontline staff, including at-

the-top leadership who demonstrated a commitment to the reform vision and created opportunities to 

hire probation supervisors committed to deep-end reform. Other elements included the creativity and 

will to build the court’s capacity for reform, and a strong cross-system collaborative structure. Changes 

to probation policy and practice should therefore involve the people and institutions most affected 

by it. Engaging youth and families as key partners is critical for advancing REEI and improving 

outcomes for youth. 

Juvenile probation does not operate in a silo. It intersects with institutions inside and outside the JJ 

system and affects family members of youth and their communities. In addition, collaboration across a 

diverse set of stakeholders who represent the court, law enforcement, schools, child welfare agencies, 

community-based service providers, and others who have contact with youth who are probation 

involved was critical to deep-end reform. These stakeholders can offer expertise that can help inform 

dispositional decisionmaking, case planning, and other probation policies and practices. 

https://www.urban.org/research/publication/engaging-youth-and-families-deep-end-reform-brief
https://www.urban.org/research/publication/pursuing-racial-and-ethnic-equity-and-inclusion-deep-end-reform-brief
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Note 
1  Quotes from stakeholders throughout this brief are drawn from interviews or open-ended comments from 

surveys of stakeholders conducted by the evaluation team, August 2014 to August 2018. 
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