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Abstract

Insight into the characteristics and system experiences for youth who touch both the child welfare and juvenile justice

systems has increased over the last decade. These youth are typically studied as one population and referred to as “crossover

youth.” While this literature contributes valuable insight into who crossover youth are, studies are virtually silent on

distinguishing characteristics and experiences across different pathways leading to dual system contact. This study reviews

what is currently known about dual system youth generally (i.e., youth who have contact with both the juvenile justice and

child welfare systems) and introduces a framework for consistently defining dual system youth and their pathways. The

utility of the framework is then explored using linked administrative data for cohorts of youth aged 10 to 18 years old with a

first petition to delinquency court in three sites: Cook County, Illinois between 2010 and 2014 (N= 14,170); Cuyahoga

County, Ohio between 2010 and 2014 (N= 11,441); and New York City between 2013 and 2014 (N= 1272). The findings

show a high prevalence of dual system contact overall, ranging from 44.8 to 70.3%, as well as wide variation in the ways in

which youth touched both systems. Specifically, non-concurrent system contact is more prevalent than concurrent system

contact in all sites, and individual characteristics and system experiences vary within and across these different pathway

groups. Based on study findings, implications for future research on dual system youth and for developing collaborative

practices and policies across the systems are discussed.
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Introduction

Youth crossing between the child welfare and juvenile

justice systems is not a new phenomenon, yet these systems

rarely work collaboratively to identify and provide these

youth and their families with comprehensive services.

Instead, the child welfare and juvenile justice systems

typically operate in siloes, maintaining clear and distinct

boundaries around their missions, populations, and services

(Herz et al. 2012). The systems’ reluctance to recognize and

respond to these youth arguably results in missed oppor-

tunities to prevent youth from touching both systems (Bogie

and Ereth 2015) and increases the likelihood that dual

system youth will fall deeper into the juvenile justice system

(Tam et al. 2016). Such consequences necessitate a better

understanding of how systems can collaborate to prevent

and interrupt the trajectories that lead to deeper entrench-

ment in multiple systems.
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Building collaborative, integrated system practices

requires a precise understanding of who dual system youth

are and how they came to touch both systems. Over the last

decade, research has documented dual system youth as a

significant population and provided insight into their char-

acteristics and system experiences, but this work has largely

focused on these youth as one population typically referred

to as “crossover youth.” This approach assumes all youth

who touch both the child welfare and juvenile justice sys-

tems are more similar than different; however, there is

reason to believe that subgroups of crossover youth exist

and differ from one another (Herz and Fontaine 2013). This

article explores this issue by summarizing current research

on crossover youth; proposing a framework to consistently

define the types of dual system youth and their pathways;

producing incidence rates for dual system youth across

pathways; and comparing characteristics and experiences

across pathways using linked child welfare and juvenile

justice administrative data from three metropolitan areas in

the United States.

The Prevalence of Dual System Contact

Previous research has employed both prospective and ret-

rospective approaches to measure the prevalence of “cross-

over youth” or dual system involvement. Prospective studies

have tracked samples of youth in the child welfare system

over time to determine how many youth enter the juvenile

justice system whereas retrospective studies captured the

presence of maltreatment among youth in the juvenile justice

system. Prospective studies report between 7 and 30% of

youth in the child welfare system between the ages of ten

and 18 eventually cross into the juvenile justice system

(Cutuli et al. 2016). Accounting for individual risk to

commit delinquency further specifies the likelihood of

delinquency among young people in the child welfare sys-

tem. Cutuli et al. (2016), for example, found that older youth

had higher prevalence rates than younger youth in all three

sites examined (Cuyahoga County, Cook County, and New

York City). Bogie et al. (2011) tracked a birth cohort of

child welfare youth for three years (from 10–13 years old

until 13–16 years old) in Los Angeles County and reported

an overall delinquency rate of 7%. For low risk youth,

however, the delinquency rate was only 1.6% compared to

8.4% for moderate risk youth and 23.5% for high-risk youth.

Both Kolivoski et al. (2014) and Ryan et al. (2007) reported

different delinquency rates after distinguishing groups along

a developmental continuum of offending. Similar to Bogie

et al. (2011), both studies reported the percentage of youth

with higher offending (i.e., chronic offenders) to be small

but highest in their risk for delinquency.

Dual system involvement is noticeably higher in retro-

spective studies using juvenile justice system samples. In

King County, for example, 67% of these youth had some

type of contact with child welfare either at the time of their

arrest or earlier in their lives (Halemba and Siegel 2011),

and across the state of Washington, the prevalence rate was

44% (Pickard 2014), Using data from four counties in

Arizona, Halemba et al. (2004) reported only 1% of infor-

mally diverted youth had touched child welfare compared to

7% on probation supervision and 42% in placements. In

Massachusetts, 39% of the detention population and 37% of

the youth committed to the Department of Youth Services

post-adjudication had an open case in the state’s child

welfare system in 2014 (Citizens for Juvenile Justice 2015).

This percentage increased to 72% when a longer timeframe

(from 2000–2012) was examined. Similarly, Herz et al.

(2016) found 83% of youth exiting from probation group

homes and correctional placements had previous contact

with the child welfare system in Los Angeles County.

Demographic Characteristics of Crossover Youth

On average, crossover youth are 15 to 16 years old at the

time of arrest. Although mixed, research often shows

crossover youth committing offenses and being arrested at a

younger age compared to their non-maltreated counterparts

and to youth in the juvenile justice system without a mal-

treatment history (Halemba and Siegel 2011). African

American youth are overrepresented in both the child wel-

fare and juvenile justice systems nationwide. African

American youth account for just 16% of the general popu-

lation in the United States (Puzzanchera et al. 2016) but

comprise 34% of juvenile arrests and 35% of all delinquency

cases in juvenile court (Sickmund et al. 2017). In the child

welfare system, African American youth account for 23% of

youth identified by child protective services (CPS) as mal-

treatment victims and 24% of youth in foster care (Child

Welfare Information Gateway 2016). A variety of studies

conducted across the United States consistently report even

higher levels of overrepresentation for African American

youth in crossover populations. The amount of over-

representation in dual system populations, for example, was

more than double that in single system populations in Ari-

zona (Halemba et al. 2004), Washington State (Pickard

2014), Los Angeles County (Herz 2016), and in counties

throughout the state of Illinois (Ryan et al. 2011).

Although males are overrepresented among crossover

youth, the proportion of females increases noticeably and

exceeds their representation in juvenile justice only popu-

lations. Compared to the general population, females are

underrepresented in juvenile justice populations: Although

females typically account for 51% of the population, they

only comprise 29% of all juvenile arrests and 28% of all

delinquency cases in court nationwide (Sickmund et al.

2017). In the child welfare system, however, they represent
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51% of child maltreatment victims and 48% of youth in

foster care (Child Welfare Information Gateway 2017).

Whereas a quarter of juvenile justice cases typically involve

females nationwide, their representation increased to one-

third to one-half in studies conducted in Arizona (Halemba

et al. 2004), Los Angeles County (Ryan et al. 2007),

Washington State (Pickard 2014), Massachusetts (Citizens

for Juvenile Justice 2015), and Missouri (Dannerbeck-Janku

et al. 2014). Higher rates for females in dual system

populations are often compounded when the intersection of

race and gender are considered—in other words, these rates

are often driven by higher numbers of African-American

females rather than Latinas or Caucasian females (Ryan

et al. 2011).

Sexual orientation is overlooked when examining

crossover youth. In fact, until recently, little to no pre-

valence estimates for lesbian, gay, bisexual, questioning,

gender nonconforming, and transgender (LGBQ/GNCT)

youth were available. A national study conducted with 1400

LGBQ/GNCT youth in juvenile detention facilities revealed

high rates of LGBQ/GNCT representation among youth

who experience both the child welfare and juvenile justice

systems. Overall, 20% percent of all respondents identified

as LGBQ/GNCT, but the rates differed across gender with

13.6% of boys and 39.9% of females identifying as LGBQ/

GNCT (Irvine and Canfield 2017). LGBQ/GNCT youth

were two times more likely to be removed from their home

by a social worker compared to their heterosexual coun-

terparts and seven times more likely to be placed in a group

home or foster home. These youth were also much more

likely to experience physical abuse within the home prior to

their removals (Irvine and Canfield 2016).

Psychosocial Needs

Several studies document high levels of substance abuse

and mental health problems among crossover youth. Both

Halemba et al. (2004) and Herz (2016) reported that over

three-quarters of crossover youth had a history of substance

abuse and one-half to three-quarters had a history of mental

illness in four counties in Arizona and Los Angeles County,

respectively. Among 718 crossover youth petitioned to

delinquency court in Los Angeles County in 2015, 31%

were placed in a psychiatric hospital previously, 26% were

prescribed psychotropic medication, 22% experienced sui-

cidal ideation, and 9% attempted suicide (Dierkhising et al.

2018). In studies comparing crossover youth to non-

crossover youth, crossover youth consistently had higher

levels of mental health issues and substance use than youth

in the juvenile justice system without a child welfare case.

Comparing risk assessment scores for juvenile justice-

involved youth, Dannerbeck and Yan (2011) reported

higher rates of mental illness and substance abuse for

crossover youth in Missouri between, and Lee and Villa-

grana (2015) found higher rates of substance abuse for

crossover youth in a large (unnamed) metropolitan county.

Furthermore, crossover youth were more likely to have

parents with a history of mental health problems, substance

abuse problems, and/or prior incarceration than their

counterparts without child welfare histories (Dannerbeck-

Janku et al. 2014).

Educational Needs

Crossover youth also struggle at school. Studies examining

educational experiences highlight the educational margin-

alization and disparities experienced by crossover youth

(Leone and Weinberg 2012). At the time of their arrest, for

example, 37% of Los Angeles County crossover youth

petitioned to delinquency court in 2015 had sporadic or

poor school attendance; 24% were doing poorly in school;

41% were credit deficient; 37% were receiving special

education services and/or needed an assessment for ser-

vices; and 93% exhibited behavior problems at school

(Hirsch et al. 2018). Crossover youth are significantly more

likely to display patterns of truancy, have low attendance

rates, display behaviors that result in suspensions, and

perform lower academically (Gallegos and White 2013).

Child Welfare and Juvenile Justice System
Experiences

Crossover youth experience a high rate of child welfare

system referrals, out-of-home placements, and placement

changes. In Los Angeles County, the average number of

family referrals to the child welfare system was 10.3 for

crossover youth in 2015 (Herz 2016). Nearly all crossover

youth in Los Angeles (Dierkhising et al. 2018) and Arizona

(Halemba et al. 2004) had at least one out-of-home place-

ment, and two-thirds or more of youth in both samples were

placed in a group home. The average number of placements

for crossover youth was also high. Youth experienced, on

average, eight placement changes in Los Angeles County

and twelve changes in King County, Washington (Herz

2016; Halemba and Siegel 2011). Comparisons to non-

crossover youth (i.e., child welfare involved youth only) are

limited, but in at least one study in Massachusetts, the out-

of-home placement rate and number of average placements

was higher for crossover youth. Fifty percent of female

crossover youth and 40% of male crossover youth had two

or more placements compared to only 19% of all youth in

child welfare care, and although the median number of

placement changes systemwide in Massachusetts was three,

39% of crossover youth had six or more placements and

15% had eleven or more (Citizens for Juvenile Justice

2015).
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Studies indicate that crossover youth are more likely to

enter the juvenile justice system than youth without child

welfare involvement. Ryan et al. (2011) found disparate

arrest rates across crossover and non-crossover youth in

DuPage County, Illinois, and linked the crossover bias in

decision-making to the overrepresentation of African

American youth in crossover populations. In comparing

rates across race/ethnicity in DuPage County, Ryan et al.

(2011) reported an arrest rate of 3% for youth with child

welfare cases, but this rate increased to 10% for African

American youth while controlling for other factors—8% for

African American males; and 12% for African American

females. These results were not limited to DuPage County,

but were also found in counties throughout Illinois. Data

collected in sites participating in the Crossover Youth

Practice Model across the nation also showed that between

a third and one-half of crossover youth are charged with

violent offenses, and these charges are often related to

assaults occurring at home, in a group home, or at school

(Herz and Fontaine 2013).

After arrest, disparities in decision-making continue.

Research in New York City showed higher detention rates

for dual system youth than their non-child welfare coun-

terparts because there was no person or place to release

them to (Conger and Ross 2001). A study conducted in Los

Angeles County, also found crossover youth were more

likely to have group home placements at disposition than to

receive probation supervision in the community (Ryan et al.

2007). Tam et al. (2016) reported a similar finding for first-

time offenders in Los Angeles County living in out-of-home

placements at the time of their arrests. At disposition, these

youth were more likely to receive an out-of-home place-

ment than youth without open child welfare cases.

Recidivism

Crossover youth consistently have higher recidivism (i.e.,

reoffending) rates than their juvenile justice system only

counterparts regardless of the methodological differences

across studies (e.g., the timeframes for recidivism and how

recidivism is measured). An analysis across several studies

shows recidivism ranges from 48 to 72% compared to 30 to

60% for youth without child welfare cases/histories (Huang

et al. 2012; Lee and Villagrana 2015). The length and

timing of child welfare involvement appears to increase

recidivism for crossover youth. Halemba and Siegel (2011)

analyzed recidivism rates by child welfare history and found

longer lengths of stay in child welfare doubled the recidi-

vism rate as crossover youth with less involvement. The

timing of contact also may influence the likelihood of

recidivism. Both Ryan et al. (2013) and Baglivio et al.

(2016) compared crossover youth with previous, but closed

child welfare cases, crossover youth with concurrent

involvement in both systems, and non-crossover youth.

Using data from Washington State, Ryan et al. (2013) found

higher recidivism rates for youth with concurrent dual

system contact (61%) compared to non-concurrent contact

(51%) which was similar to the delinquency-only group

(49%). In contrast, Baglivio et al. (2016) analysis of data for

youth exiting from juvenile justice residential treatment

centers in Florida and found higher recidivism rates for

youth with non-concurrent contact (68%) compared to

youth with concurrent system contact (60%).

Young Adulthood Outcomes

A small but growing body of literature illustrates the long-

term negative consequences of dual system involvement.

These studies are powerful because they match adminis-

trative data across various government agencies in different,

geographically large areas. The conclusion across studies is

similar: Crossover youth have worse outcomes in young

adulthood than youth involved in one of the two systems

alone. Specifically, crossover youth were more likely to age

out of the child welfare system without permanency

throughout the state of California (Eastman and Putnam-

Hornstein 2017). Dual system youth were also more likely

to experience homelessness, adult incarceration, unem-

ployment in Los Angeles (Culhane et al. 2011), Cuyahoga

County (Coulton et al. 2015), and New York City (Center

for Innovation through Data Intelligence 2015).

A Framework for Defining Dual System Youth
Experiences

Developing a framework for defining dual system youth

experiences and the different ways in which they touch both

systems is a vital starting point for testing the importance of

dual system pathways. Both the Center for Juvenile Justice

Reform’s Crossover Youth Practice Model (Herz et al.

2012) and the Robert F. Kennedy Children’s Action Corps,

Dual Status Youth Reform Initiative (RFK 2014) offer

definitions to identify different types of dual system contact,

but these definitions are rarely applied in research. When

studies distinguish the crossover population into subgroups,

the results support their importance. As indicated earlier,

Baglivio et al. (2016) and Ryan et al. (2013) found different

recidivism rates for concurrently involved youth compared

to non-concurrently involved youth, and in alignment with

these findings, Herz and Fontaine (2013) found differences

in characteristics when analyzing results across sites parti-

cipating in the Crossover Youth Practice Model. The pro-

posed framework offers consistent terminology to delineate

pathways for dual system involvement based on the type

and timing of contact with both systems and lays the

foundation to test whether different pathways inform future
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research and the development of better practices in a

meaningful way.

Defining system contact

Developing a framework for dual system pathways first

requires defining system contact. System contact can vary in

level or extent of system penetration, ranging from a referral

or investigation to a substantiated or adjudicated case. A

referral/investigation is when a youth is referred to a system

and an investigation ensues. In the case of child welfare, an

investigation is used to determine whether the youth is a

victim of maltreatment. In the case of juvenile justice, an

arrest (i.e., a referral) is made by law enforcement after an

offense is allegedly committed, which may or may not

result in further processing. Referrals/investigations may or

may not be founded in their respective systems. If founded,

further system intervention/processing may occur, but if

unfounded, the youth and family may not receive any fur-

ther contact with that particular system.

System involvement occurs when a referred youth

receives some level of system intervention. In the case of

child welfare, a referral/investigation may result in volun-

tary/ preventative family services, a court substantiated case

for maltreatment, an open case with the child welfare sys-

tem involving services at home, and/or in an out-of-home

setting (e.g., foster care or congregate care). Similarly,

involvement in juvenile justice may result in receiving

diversion programming or an adjudication through the

juvenile court. The outcome of an adjudication hearing

includes dismissal (no further system involvement), com-

munity supervision under probation, and/or placement in an

out-of-home setting (e.g., congregate care or correctional

facility).

Proposed terminology and definitions

Table 1 presents proposed terminology for different levels

of contact across both systems while also accounting for

timing of contact across systems. Crossover youth repre-

sents all maltreated youth who engage in delinquent acts

regardless of whether they touch the child welfare and/or

juvenile justice systems. Dual system youth refers to

crossover youth who touch both the child welfare and

juvenile justice systems in some way (i.e., through a system

contact and/or system involvement). Since the timing of

contact with each system can vary, Table 1 further differ-

entiates these system experiences by whether they occurred

Table 1 Types of dual system contact and related pathways for youth who experience maltreatment and engage in delinquent behavior

Proposed term Definition Related pathways

Crossover youth Youth who experience maltreatment and engage in

delinquent acts. These youth may or may not have an

investigation and/or involvement in one or both

systems.

Not applicable

Dual system youth Crossover youth who touch (i.e., through referral/

investigation and/or involvement) both the child

welfare and the juvenile justice systems.

Not applicable

Dual contact youth Dual system youth who touch both the child welfare

and the juvenile justice systems and the contact

across systems is non-concurrent.

Dual contact/child welfare pathway

Dual contact/juvenile justice pathway

Dually-involved youth Dual system youth who touch both the child welfare

and juvenile justice systems and the contact is

concurrent.

Dually-involved/child welfare pathway—no

historical child welfare case

Dually-involved/child welfare pathway—historical

child welfare case

Dually-involved/juvenile justice pathway—no

historical child welfare case

Dually-involved/juvenile justice pathway—historical

child welfare case

Dually-adjudicated youtha Dual system youth concurrently in the care of child

welfare and under the formal supervision of the

juvenile justice system

Dually-involved/child welfare pathway—no

historical child welfare case

Dually-involved/child welfare pathway—historical

child welfare case

Dually-involved/juvenile justice pathway—no

historical child welfare case

Dually-involved/juvenile justice pathway—historical

child welfare case

aDually-adjudicated youth represent an important group of dual system youth and all the identified pathways apply to them. Due to low numbers

of youth in this category, however, this study includes them in the analyses as dually-involved youth
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independently (non-concurrently) or simultaneously (con-

currently). Dual contact includes dual system youth whose

contact with both systems is non-concurrent, whereas

dually-involved youth have contact with both systems con-

currently. Dually-adjudicated youth is a subset of dually-

involved youth who simultaneously have a founded court

case in child welfare and an adjudicated case in

delinquency.

Another important distinguishing feature of dual system

youth is the pathway or temporal ordering with which youth

touch each system (see Table 1). Dual system youth may

touch both systems through two pathways. The child wel-

fare pathway applies when youth have contact with the

child welfare system before the juvenile justice system, and

the juvenile justice pathway applies when youth have con-

tact with the juvenile justice system prior to the child wel-

fare system. Both child welfare and juvenile justice

pathways operate regardless of whether contact was con-

current or non-concurrent.

Determining a youth’s pathway at the point they are

identified as a dual system youth can be further complicated

based on multiple contacts with one or both systems. For

example, youth may have multiple child welfare cases prior

to and at the time of their contact with the juvenile justice

system. For these youth, the simultaneous contact is often

prioritized because they are considered dually-involved

youth at the point of identification; however, the earlier,

previous contact is arguably significant to fully under-

standing their experiences across systems.

Current Study

Extant research on crossover youth documents the char-

acteristics and general experiences of youth who touch both

the child welfare and juvenile justice systems. Previous

research findings consistently show that crossover youth

often differ from their single system counterparts, but they

do not distinguish these youth by pathways or compare their

characteristics and system experiences across those path-

ways. Using linked administrative data from Cook County,

Cuyahoga County, and New York City, the current study

produces incidence rates for dual system youth overall and

by pathway to determine whether dual system youth contact

differs in type and in timing. Analyses then test whether the

characteristics and system experiences vary significantly (1)

between dual system youth compared to their single system

counterparts and (2) across dual system pathways. A total of

six pathways are compared in the analyses and are outlined

in Table 1. The first two pathways include youth who touch

both systems but not concurrently: Youth with non-

concurrent contact who touch the child welfare system

before the juvenile justice system (dual contact/child

welfare youth), and youth with non-concurrent contact who

touch the juvenile justice system before the child welfare

system (dual contact/juvenile justice youth). The next two

groups are youth with concurrent system contact who touch

the child welfare system before touching the juvenile justice

system: Youth without a historical child welfare case

(dually-involved/child welfare youth with no historical

child welfare case) and youth with a historical child welfare

case (dually-involved/child welfare youth with a historical

case). The last two pathways are youth with concurrent

system contact who touch the juvenile justice system before

touching the child welfare system: Youth with no historical

child welfare case (dually-involved/child welfare youth

with no historical child welfare case) and youth with a

historical child welfare case (dually-involved/child welfare

youth with a historical case).

Method

Data

A cohort sample of youth who received their first juvenile

delinquency court petition was used to measure the inci-

dence and system characteristics of dual system youth

across Cuyahoga County, Ohio; Cook County, Illinois, and

New York City. Court petitions were used as the selection

criteria because they represent formal entry into the juvenile

justice system which is more consistent across sites than

referral/arrest decisions. The cohort timeframe for Cook and

Cuyahoga Counties was 2010 through 2014. In New York

City, reliable data for this purpose were only available for

2013 and 2014. The data in New York City also differ from

Cook and Cuyahoga Counties because it excludes youth

who are 16 and older. Under New York law during these

years, only youth under the age of 16 are adjudicated in the

juvenile court; individuals who were over the age of 16

were tried as adults and were not included in this sample.

Additionally, a small number of individuals under the age

of 16 who committed serious crimes were tried as adults

and not included in this sample. Sealed records in all three

sites were also excluded from analysis. In New York City,

this excluded 2,754 youth; unfortunately, the total number

of sealed cases in Cook and Cuyahoga Counties is

unknown. The final number of cohort youth identified was

14,170 in Cook County, 11,441 in Cuyahoga County, and

1,272 in New York City.

All three study sites are metropolitan areas with diverse

populations and large child welfare and juvenile justice

populations. Cook County Illinois is the third-most popu-

lous county in the United States with a population of over

5.2 million people. Just over half of the county’s residents

live in the city of Chicago. Among persons under the age of
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18, about 23 percent of the total population, Hispanics

represent the largest racial/ethnic group (36%) followed by

non-Hispanic Whites (31%) and African Americans (25%).

Approximately 25% of children and youth live below the

poverty line. Cuyahoga County has a population of 1.3

million with approximately one-third of the residents living

in the City of Cleveland. The largest racial/ethnic groups are

White (64%) followed by African American (30%) and

Hispanic (6%). Of all residents, 6% are under 6 years and

23% are under 18 years. Approximately 26% of children

aged under 18 live in poverty. New York City is comprised

of five boroughs with approximately 8.6 million residents,

making New York the most populous city in the United

States. About 1.8 million or 21% of the population is under

the age of eighteen. The racial composition is 29% His-

panic, 32% non-Hispanic White, 22% non-Hispanic Black

or African American, 14% non-Hispanic Asian, and the

remaining 3% are two or more races or a different race. The

child poverty rate in 2015 is approximately 29%.

Data were provided by child welfare and juvenile justice

agencies in all three sites. Juvenile justice data were pro-

vided by the Cook County Juvenile Probation and Court

Services and the Chicago Police Department for Cook

County; the Cuyahoga County Juvenile Court for Cuya-

hoga; and the New York City Department of Probation and

the Law Department for New York City. Child welfare data

were provided by the Illinois Department of Children and

Family Services for Cook County; the Cuyahoga County

Division of Children and Family Services for Cuyahoga

County; and the New York City Administration for Chil-

dren’s Services (ACS) for New York City. The child wel-

fare data were first used to identify all youth with

investigations of abuse or neglect, whether the allegation

was substantiated or not, and any record of receiving child

welfare services (i.e., case openings/closings and foster care

placements) anytime between 1992 and 2014 in Cook and

Cuyahoga Counties and anytime between 1996 to 2014 in

New York City. Each of the research partners had long-

standing data sharing agreements with these government

agencies in place, and they secured both additional approval

from their partner agencies as well as IRB approval from

their respective institutions to use the data for the

current study.

The first juvenile court petition cohort was linked to the

child welfare data to identify dual system youth. Each of the

research teams linked the administrative data source files

with personally identifying information in order to secure a

match between files. Once a match was made, the case was

given a generic identifier and all personal identifying

information was deleted. Chapin Hall at the University of

Chicago used probabilistic record linkage and BigMatch

software to link individual records for Cook County; the

Poverty Center at Case Western University used a third-

party SAS macro, LinkPro, program used to match records

for Cuyahoga County data; and the Center for Innovation

through Data Intelligence (CIDI) used SAS Link King for

New York City data.

After much discussion, the research team decided to

define dual system youth as any youth with a first delin-

quency court petition who touched the child welfare system

in any capacity for any amount of time. As a result, youth

who only had an investigation were coded as a dual system

youth even if the investigation was short-lived (e.g., an

investigation was opened and closed on the same day).

Although operationalizing dual system youth in this manner

cast the net wide, the decision to be inclusive was based on

a few reasons. First, since this study introduces a new

perspective on defining dual system youth, the team felt

analysis should begin from a broad starting point and fur-

ther refined in future research. Secondly, the team believed

including youth with investigations regardless of length was

warranted because referrals to child welfare is a stable

predictor of future delinquency (Smith et al. 2005). Third,

using a standardized timeframe for investigations across

sites was complicated by different decision-making policies

and procedures across jurisdictions; thus, taking an inclu-

sive approach to coding dual system contact for both dual

contact and dually-involved youth arguably produced more

reliable and valid results.

The juvenile justice and child welfare administrative data

were used to identify two additional groups for comparison.

The first group, juvenile justice only youth, comprised all

the youth in the first juvenile justice petition cohort with no

child welfare contact during the timeframe examined. The

second group, a child welfare only youth, was derived by

identifying a separate cohort of child welfare youth who

mirrored the juvenile justice first petition cohort youth in

age (i.e., born between 1992 and 2003 in Cook and Cuya-

hoga Counties and 1996 and 2003 in New York City) and

matching them to juvenile justice administrative data to

determine which youth did not have contact with the

juvenile justice system. It is important to note that the utility

of the child welfare only group is limited to understanding

how the characteristics of dual system youth may differ

from youth within the same birth cohort who did not have

contact with the juvenile justice system. This method is not

suitable to identify the percentage of child welfare youth

who cross into the juvenile justice system overall (e.g.,

incidence rate) and was not used for this purpose.

Measures

The linked administrative data provided information on

demographics, child welfare experiences, and juvenile jus-

tice experiences for all groups. A description of all mea-

sures used in this study are provided below.
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Gender

All sites measured gender as female or male. The rate of

females is compared to males and unknown gender (if any)

in the analysis.

Race/ethnicity

All sites combined race and ethnicity into one variable and

were coded to distinguish among the following groups:

African American, Caucasian, Hispanic/Latino, and Other.

The rate of African American youth is compared to all other

categories of race/ethnicity in the analysis.

Age at first child welfare investigation

All sites calculated the age of youth at the time they

received their first child welfare investigation referral (i.e.,

the first time a child welfare investigation or case was

opened by child welfare). The average age at first child

welfare investigation across youth is presented and com-

pared in the analysis.

Age at last child welfare investigation

All sites calculated the age of youth at the time of the last

child welfare investigation. (i.e., the last time a child wel-

fare investigation or case was opened by child welfare). The

average age at last child welfare investigation across youth

is presented and compared in the analysis.

Length of time spent in child welfare

All sites calculated the length of time spent in child welfare

as a sum of non-overlapping child welfare contact spells

(i.e., investigation, cases, and placements) using the start

and end dates of each spell. The average length of time in

child welfare is presented and compared in the analysis.

Child welfare investigations

All sites calculated the number of times in which a youth was

the subject of an investigation by their respective child welfare

agency regardless of the outcome of the investigation. In Cook

and Cuyahoga Counties, all investigations were included in

analysis, but in New York City, only substantiated investiga-

tions were available for analysis. The average number of

investigations is presented and compared in the analysis.

Child welfare placements

All sites identified whether youth had ever been placed in

child welfare out-of-home placement as part of their

involvement with the child welfare system. Additionally,

the total number of placements defined as new spells of

placement and/or movements in care was calculated across

sites for youth placed in out-of-home care. The rate of

placement as well as the average number of placements is

presented and compared in the analysis.

Age at first juvenile justice petition

All sites calculated the age of youth at the time of their first

juvenile justice petition. The average age is presented and

compared in the analysis.

Charged with a person offense

All sites coded whether youth were charged with a person

or violent offense. In Cook County, these offenses included

homicide, aggravated assault, aggravated battery, criminal

sexual assault, robbery, simple assault, simple battery, and

offenses against family and children. In Cuyahoga County,

they included homicide, rape, robbery, sexual assault, sex-

ual offense, domestic violence, menacing, simple assault

and other violent charges, and in New York City, they

included homicide, strangulation and related offenses, sex

offenses, kidnapping, robbery, assault and related offenses,

coercion, and other violent offenses. The percentage of

person offenses is presented and compared to all other types

of offenses in the analysis.

Detention prior to adjudication

Cook County and Cuyahoga County data were used to code

whether youth had been detained in a juvenile justice

detention facility at any point after arrest and prior to their

adjudicatory hearing. Due to data limitations, this measure

could not be computed for New York City. The rate of

being detained is presented and compared to not being

detained prior to adjudication in the analysis.

Recidivism

Recidivism was measured as having a new delinquency

petition filed in court within one year of the first delin-

quency petition filing date in Cook and Cuyahoga Counties;

unfortunately, the data are not available in New York to

produce this measure. Due to data limitations, this measure

does not account for/exclude youth who spent time in a

correctional facility (i.e., type of placement in some cases

and start and end dates of correctional placements in oth-

ers). Thus, the current measure of recidivism may under-

estimate new offending for youth placed in correctional

placements because it does not account for time in the

facility. The number of youth placed in corrections at
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disposition for their first petition, though, was very low. In

Cook County where the data were most robust on this issue,

only 1% of all dual system youth in Cook County were

placed in correctional placements at disposition for their

first delinquency petition); thus, the inability to account for

time to recidivate should not significantly impact the

accuracy of the recidivism rate presented and compared

across groups in this analysis.

Analytic Plan

The current study presents both rates and means to explore

the incidence rates, characteristics, and system experiences

of dual system youth overall and across dual system path-

ways in three metropolitan areas. Chi-square tests were used

to determine whether rate differences were statistically

significant at the p < 0.05 level for the following variables;

gender, race/ethnicity, ever placed in a child welfare out-of-

home placement, detention prior to adjudication, charged

with a person offense, and recidivism. Additional chi-square

analyses were performed for these variables across each pair

of pathways (e.g., [a]–[b]; [a]–[c]; [a]–[d]; and so on), and

Bonferroni posthoc tests with a corrected alpha value

(<0.0003) were used to assess which pathways were sta-

tistically significant from one another. Analysis of variance

tests were used to assess statistically significant differences

for the following variables; age at first child welfare

investigation, age at last child welfare investigation, number

of child welfare investigations, length in child welfare,

number of child welfare placements, and age at first juvenile

justice petition across groups. If the overall differences are

significant, Tukey-HSD post-hoc comparisons were used to

identify which pathways were significantly different from

one another on each variable.

Results

Table 2 shows the incidence of dual system youth in the

first juvenile justice petition cohort overall and by dual

system involvement pathways. The incidence of dual sys-

tem youth is high in all three sites ranging from 44.8% in

Cook County to 68.5% in Cuyahoga and 70.3% in New

York City. Table 2 also provides a breakdown of dual

system youth across different pathways, which shows that

dual contact youth—i.e., youth who touch both systems

non-concurrently—are most prevalent in Cook County

(72.6%) followed by New York City (53.5%) and Cuya-

hoga County (49.2%). Dually-involved youth, on the other

hand, represent approximately one-quarter of Cook County

dual system youth (27.4%), one-third of Cuyahoga County

dual system youth (36.5%), and just under half of dual

system youth in New York City (46.5%). When combined,

the dually-involved/child welfare and juvenile justice

pathway youth with historical cases are the second largest

group representing 15.7% of dual system youth in Cook

County, 33.5% in Cuyahoga County, and 34.3% in New

York City.

Dual System Youth Characteristics and System
Experiences

Table 3 presents demographic and system experiences for

dual system youth compared to youth who were only

involved in the child welfare system. Dual system youth are

significantly different from child welfare only youth on

every characteristic in all three sites. Dual system youth in

Cook County, Cuyahoga County, and New York City are

less likely to be female compared to their child welfare only

counterparts, but they are more likely to be African

Table 2 Incidence of dual

system youth for 1st juvenile

justice petition cohort youth

across sites

Group/Pathway Cook County Cuyahoga Countya New

York City

n % n % n %

1st Juvenile justice petition cohorts N= 14,170 N= 11,441 N= 1272

No dual system contact 7822 55.2% 3607 31.5% 378 29.7%

Dual system contact of any type 6348 44.8% 7834 68.5% 894 70.3%

Dual system youth by pathway N= 6348 N= 7834 N= 894

Dual contact youth—non-concurrent contact 4608 72.6% 3855 49.2% 487 53.5%

Child welfare pathway 4491 70.8% 3782 48.3% 437 48.9%

Juvenile justice pathway 117 1.8% 73 0.9% 41 4.6%

Dual-involvement youth—concurrent contact 1740 27.4% 2855 36.5% 416 46.5%

Child welfare pathway/no historical contact 604 9.5% 138 1.8% 74 8.3%

Child welfare pathway+ historical contact 565 8.9% 1572 20.1% 237 26.5%

Juvenile justice pathway/no historical contact 142 2.2% 94 1.2% 35 3.9%

Juvenile justice pathway+ historical contact 429 6.8% 1051 13.4% 70 7.8%

a14.4% of cases in Cuyahoga County had missing data that prevented them from being categorized
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American, to be older at the time of their first and last child

welfare investigation, to have more investigations, to have

longer stays in the child welfare system, and to experience

child welfare out-of-home placements. Particularly notable

are the differences in African American representation,

length in placement, and use of placements. According to

census data for each site, African American youth in the

child welfare only group are represented at twice their rate

in the general population, and African American dual sys-

tem youth are represented at nearly three times the general

population rate. When compared to child welfare only

youth, the rate of African American dual system youth

increases by 32% in Cook County, 43% in Cuyahoga

County, and 84% in New York City. The length of time

dual system youth spent in child welfare increases by 128%

compared to child welfare youth in Cook County and by

approximately 60% in Cuyahoga County and New York

City. Additionally, the use of out-of-home placements is

nearly twice as likely for dual system youth as child welfare

youth in New York City (96% increase over child welfare

only youth) and Cuyahoga County (76% increase over child

welfare only youth).

Table 4 shows similar findings when dual system youth

are compared to youth who were only involved in the

juvenile justice system. Across Cook County, Cuyahoga

County, and New York City, dual system youth are more

likely to be female and African American, to be detained

prior to adjudication, and to have higher rates of recidivism.

The percentage of females in the dual system youth group

increases by 25% compared to juvenile justice only youth in

Cook County, 40% in Cuyahoga County, and 60% New

York City. The rate of African Americans within dual

system youth also increases across all sites. In particular, the

rate increases by 32% in Cook County compared to juvenile

justice only youth and by 43% in Cuyahoga County and by

84% in New York City. The rate of detention prior to

adjudication for dual system youth is higher by approxi-

mately a third compared to Cook County child welfare only

youth and it nearly doubles for dual system youth in

Cuyahoga County. Recidivism is also higher for dual sys-

tem youth by 27% in Cook County and 55% in Cuyahoga

County.

A Comparison of Dual System Pathways

Tables 5–7 display the findings for youth characteristics and

system experiences across dual system pathways across

sites. As shown in these tables, the percentage of females

ranges from 16.9 to 44.5% across dual system pathways,

and a statistical comparison across pathways demonstrates

that the proportion of females is significantly different

across some groups. Specifically, dually-involved/child

welfare and juvenile justice pathway youth with historicalT
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child welfare cases have a higher proportion of females

compared to dual contact/child welfare pathway youth, and

these differences are significant across all sites. In Cook

County, the female rate is also high among youth in the dual

contact/juvenile justice pathway (see Table 5). The over-

representation of African Americans is extremely high in

each site, with rates varying from 60.6 to 93.1% across

pathways. Statistical tests reveal that African American

youth rates are highest among the dually-involved/child

welfare pathway with and without a historical child welfare

case in Cook County and among dual contact/child welfare

pathway rates in Cuyahoga County and New York City.

Additionally, the rates for dually-involved/juvenile justice

pathway youth with a historical child welfare case are sig-

nificantly different from other groups in Cuyahoga County.

In contrast, African American rates are lower for dual

contact/juvenile justice pathway youth in Cook County and

New York City and for dually-involved/juvenile justice

pathway youth in Cook and Cuyahoga Counties (see Tables

6 and 7).

With regard to child welfare investigations, youth who

are older at the time of their first and last investigations are

more likely to fall into juvenile justice pathway categories

while youth who are younger at the time of their first and

last investigation are more likely to fall into child welfare

pathway groups. For instance, juvenile justice pathway

youth are, on average, approximately 15 years old at their

first investigation and 16 years old at their last investigation

whereas child welfare pathway youth are approximately six

years old at their first investigation and between nine and 14

years old at their last investigation. Only one exception to

this pattern emerges for dually-involved/child welfare youth

with no historical case. These youth, on average, are older

than those in other child welfare pathway groups and the

difference is statistically significant in all three sites.

A comparison of out-of-home child welfare placements

is consistent with the results related to child welfare

involvement. While the percentages vary across pathways,

ever being placed and the average number of placements is

highest for youth who come in contact with the child wel-

fare system before the juvenile justice system. Specifically,

statistical comparisons show that both dually-involved/child

welfare youth with and without historical child welfare

cases and dually-involved/juvenile justice pathway youth

with a historical child welfare case have the highest place-

ment rates and the highest average number of placements.

Placement rates and average number of placements are

lower for dual contact youth in both pathways and for

dually-involved/juvenile justice pathway with no historical

child welfare case.

Significant differences across pathways continue for

some but not all juvenile justice characteristics and

experiences examined. Although the average age at first

petition is between 15 to 16 years old, youth in juvenile

justice pathway groups are younger at the time of their first

petition than those who touched the child welfare system

first. There is less of a pattern for person offenses. Between

one-third to one-half of youth across most pathways are

charged with person offenses, but group comparison results

are mixed and did not show how person charges might align

with a particular pathway. Although person charge rates are

lowest for dual contact/child welfare pathway youth in

Cook and Cuyahoga Counties, for example, the pathways

with statistically higher rates differed across the two sites,

and there are no significant differences in New York City.

In Cook County, the rate is higher for dual contact/juvenile

justice pathway youth, and it is higher for dually-involved

youth/child welfare pathway and dually-involved/child

welfare and juvenile justice pathways with historical child

welfare cases in Cuyahoga County. In contrast, the findings

Table 4 Youth characteristics and juvenile justice system experiences—Dual system youth vs. non-dual system youth in all sites

Characteristic/

Experience

Cook County Cuyahoga County New York City

JJ involvement only All dual

system youth

JJ

involvement only

All dual

system youth

JJ involvement only All dual

system youth

N= 7822 N= 6348 N= 3607 N= 7834 N= 378 N= 894

Female 16.7%a 22.0% 27.6%a 35.3% 14.6%a 25.1%

African American 68.6%a 79.4% 51.2%a 73.3% 63.8%a 71.3%

Avg. Age at 1st JJ

petition (in years)

15.4a 15.3 16.0a 15.3 14.8 14.7

Most serious charge

type= Person

45.6%a 48.7% 28.2%a 39.3% 63.8% 58.8%

Detained prior to

adjudicationb
17.9%a 24.2% 24.0%a 47.5% N/A N/A

Recidivismb 26.6%a 33.7% 24.1%a 37.4% N/A N/A

aDenotes a significant difference (p < 0.05) between child welfare only youth and all dual system youth within sites
bNew York City: Detention and recidivism data were not available for cohort youth
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for detention prior to adjudication and recidivism are rela-

tively consistent across Cook and Cuyahoga Counties.

Statistical comparisons suggest that detention rates are

lowest for dual contact youth compared to all other path-

ways, and recidivism is highest among dually-involved/

juvenile justice pathway youth with a historical child wel-

fare case and lowest for dual contact/child welfare

pathway youth.

Discussion

Despite a growing focus on dual system youth, much

remains unknown. Previous studies do not distinguish

crossover youth by pathways; they are often unable to make

comparisons to single system youth; and they use samples

that are small and/or narrow in geographical representation.

This study directly addresses these gaps by introducing a

framework to define dual system youth and their pathways.

The framework’s viability is then explored by reporting

incidence rates for dual system youth pathways and by

testing whether dual system youth characteristics and sys-

tem experiences significantly differ from youth who only

touch one system, and whether dual system youth char-

acteristics and system experiences significantly differ across

pathways. Notably, this study uses large samples of dual

system youth identified from linked administrative data

from three large metropolitan areas: Cook County, Cuya-

hoga County, and New York City. The findings sub-

stantively inform and provide direction for future research

on dual system youth and for developing effective preven-

tion and intervention services for dual system youth and

their families.

Overall, the findings for dual system youth in this study

mirror those found for prevalence, characteristics, and sys-

tem experiences in previous research. Similar to earlier

retrospective studies using juvenile justice populations, the

rates of dual system were high in each of the sites, ranging

from 44.8 to 70.3%; however, the prevalence of dual system

youth across pathways was unexpected. Extant research

largely represents youth with concurrent contact with both

the child welfare and juvenile justice systems. This often

occurs because concurrent contact is the easiest to identify,

especially when limited data are available in a jurisdiction.

Focusing on this group, in turn, gives the impression that

the majority of dual system youth are concurrently involved

in the child welfare and juvenile justice systems, which

contrasts with incidence rates reported in the current study.

These rates indicate that dual contact or non-concurrent

contact with both systems was the most prevalent group

followed by youth with concurrent contact and a historical

child welfare case. Similar to crossover youth research,

though, study findings showed that youth were far moreT
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likely to touch the child welfare system before the juvenile

justice system.

With regard to characteristics and system experiences,

dual system youth significantly differed from youth with

single system contact on demographics and virtually all

system experiences. The rate of females was higher within

the dual system youth population compared to youth only

involved in the juvenile justice system, but it was lower

compared to youth only involved in the child welfare sys-

tem, and the rate of African American dual system youth

was higher than their counterparts in both the child welfare

and juvenile justice systems. It appears that the increase in

the proportion of female dual system youth may be related

to involvement/system decision-making in the juvenile

justice system while increases in the overrepresentation of

African American dual system youth are impacted by

involvement/system decision-making in both the child

welfare and the juvenile justice systems (see Ryan et al.

2011).

Youth characteristics and system experiences also varied

significantly across pathways. Although rates and differ-

ences across pathways varied by site, at least two patterns

emerged from these comparisons. First, youth who touched

child welfare first had a higher proportion of females and

African American youth, were younger at their first and last

referrals, had more investigation referrals, had longer

lengths of stay in child welfare, and experienced more

placements. The pathways reflecting this pattern included

dual contact/child welfare youth, dually-involved/child

welfare youth with a historical child welfare case, and

dually-involved/juvenile justice youth with a historical child

welfare case. Secondly, youth who touched the juvenile

justice system first were less likely to have investigations,

long length of stays, and experience placements. They were

also more likely to be older (in adolescence) at the time of

their first and last investigations. Both dual contact/juvenile

justice youth and dually-involved/juvenile justice youth

exhibited this pattern. Dually-involved/child welfare path-

way youth with no historical case was an exception in that

they shared similarities with both child welfare pathway

youth (e.g., average number of investigations and length of

time in child welfare) and juvenile justice pathway youth

(e.g., in adolescence at the time of their first and last

investigations).

This pattern of findings is powerful because it documents

important differences within the dual system youth popu-

lation and grounds an understanding of crossing over

between systems from a developmental perspective. Smith

et al. (2005), for example, found that youth with persistent

maltreatment from childhood into adolescence and youth

with adolescent limited maltreatment were most at risk for

committing delinquency. With only one exception, youth in

pathways who touch the child welfare system first appear to

do so when they are young and their involvement often

continues until their adolescent years. Youth in juvenile

justice pathways, on the other hand, touch the child welfare

system as adolescents rather than as young children, indi-

cating their maltreatment is either is adolescent-limited or

was persistent but unidentified until their juvenile justice

involvement.

Research shows that youth involved in the juvenile jus-

tice system have been exposed to a range of traumatic

events beyond child maltreatment. Justice-involved youth

experience high rates of other traumatic events such as

community violence, traumatic loss or death, sexual assault,

and interpersonal victimization (Dierkhising et al. 2013).

Youth who experience varied types of traumatic events are

identified as polyvictims (Finkelhor et al. 2011). Research

using latent class analysis and latent transition analysis

reveal a subgroup of trauma-exposed youth who experience

persistent polyvictimization across childhood and adoles-

cence and these youth have the highest rates of psycho-

pathology, including internalizing and externalizing

problems, and traumatic stress symptoms (Dierkhising et al.

2018). The current study compliments and builds on this

prior work by stressing the need for systems to identify

those that may be at highest risk for persistent traumatiza-

tion and its related psychological sequalae in order to put

appropriate interventions in place.

Although the current study did not capture the number of

traumas experienced by dual system youth in this study, the

results highlight how system responses may exacerbate

negative outcomes by contributing to and/or interacting

with youths’ trauma. For example, dual system youth,

compared to child welfare only youth, had significant and

extensive histories in the child welfare system including

more out of home placements, more placement changes,

more investigations, and longer stays under supervision in

the child welfare system. While these system factors may be

due to more persistent maltreatment at times, it is likely that

system involvement may be exacerbating the relationship

between maltreatment and delinquency for some dual sys-

tem youth. This is particularly concerning given the impact

child maltreatment already has on development (e.g., Put-

nam 2006). Youth who are disproportionately impacted by

these system factors may have alterations in development

(e.g., social-cognitive worldviews, legal socialization) in

ways that could operate as “drivers” of the poor young adult

outcomes associated with dual system youth (Center for

Innovation through Data Intelligence 2015).

Policy and Practice Implications

Collectively, these findings and their possible explanations

speak directly to several policy and practice implications.

The call for cross-system collaboration and the
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implementation of integrated system practices is not new.

Efforts to guide and support this work are currently

underway in over 100 jurisdictions across the nation led by

the Center for Juvenile Justice Reform (Herz et al. 2012)

and Robert F. Kennedy Children’s Action Corps National

Resource Center for Juvenile Justice (RFK 2014). Both

initiatives recommend specific policies to facilitate this

work and offer specific guidelines for building and imple-

menting collaborative practices (Building a Brighter Future

for Youth with Dual Status 2018). The results of this study

both support and augment these recommendations.

Perhaps the most compelling implication derived from

this study is the need to begin building and implementing

delinquency prevention programs for youth in the child

welfare system. Despite a general recognition by policy-

makers that prevention is important, little effort is expended

to address systemic factors contributing to delinquency

(e.g., group home placements, placement instability) or to

implement prevention programs aimed at youth in the child

welfare system who are at-risk for delinquency (e.g., poor

academic performance, substance abuse). Los Angeles

County, for example, piloted the Delinquency Prevention

Pilot Program in 2012 and 2013 and found promising

results (Bogie and Ereth 2015); yet, administration turnover

and a lack of commitment to delinquency prevention led to

the end of the program one year later. Prevention is

emphasized and recommended in the Crossover Youth

Practice Model and RFK’s work with jurisdictions, but the

majority of the work focuses on improving systems after a

youth crosses from child welfare into the juvenile justice

system. One persistent obstacle to focusing further “up-

stream” is convincing policymakers, administrators and

practitioners that delinquency prevention begins within

child welfare practice. Child welfare has historically viewed

delinquency outside of their purview and the primary

responsibility of the juvenile justice system. Changing

cultures and the willingness to collaborate across both the

child welfare and juvenile justice systems is instrumental to

addressing this challenge.

Another core recommendation of integrated systems

change work is identifying dual system youth as early as

possible by building information system crosswalks

between the two systems. Currently, most jurisdictions do

not have the ability to communicate across data systems and

often miss opportunities to identify dual system youth.

These findings support this recommendation and encourage

systems to expand the identification process to include all

pathways rather than simply the dually-involved, concurrent

involvement, pathway. By doing so, systems must look

beyond one type of dual system contact and build case

planning, supervision, and services to align with the mal-

treatment experience and its impact on behavior regardless

of when it occurred.

Within both systems, services should be grounded in

trauma-informed practices and include trauma-focused

interventions. For prevention in the child welfare system,

the focus on reunification and permanency must include

supports for the parents/guardians as well as the child, such

as Parent Child Interaction Therapy (Piquero et al. 2016)

and Trauma-Focused Cognitive Behavioral Therapy

(Deblinger et al. 2016), both of which are evidence-based,

trauma-focused therapies that have been used to reduce

traumatic stress symptoms, increase parental support,

reduce maltreatment, and/or prevent delinquency. Place-

ment stability is also of utmost importance to prevention

efforts in child welfare. The call for more placement options

and more foster families is not new and not an easy thing to

accomplish; in the meantime, however, placements can

strive to become trauma-informed and recognize how

trauma manifests in youth’s decision-making and behavior.

In other words, behaviors typically viewed as “bad beha-

viors” are often traumatic stress reactions that require

alternative or non-traditional responses.

The juvenile justice system can better support youth

success with trauma-informed practices and programming.

The priority is for the justice system to identify those in

need of trauma-specific or other related (e.g., substance

abuse) services. Researchers advocating for trauma-

informed juvenile justice systems have long called for

better identification of those in need of services and trauma-

focused interventions (Dierkhising and Branson 2016; Ko

et al. 2008). The current study bolsters this call to action.

The majority of youth in the child welfare and juvenile

justice systems have been exposed to traumatic events

(Dierkhising et al. 2013) and between 44.8 to 70.3%,

according to the current study, have been involved both

systems. Thus, the youth served in each system are often the

same youth, indicating a need to consider how the missions,

practices, and policies in these systems overlap.

Another important issue raised by the pattern for the

juvenile justice pathway is the use of child welfare for young

people exiting the juvenile justice system to the child welfare

system as a place of last resort when they have no home or no

safe home to return to (Cusick et al. 2009). When youth have

no home to return to at the completion of their delinquency

court disposition, they are often referred to child welfare.

Substantiating a child welfare case for them may prove dif-

ficult for several reasons; consequently, many of these youth

may face a “black hole” of options for stability housing and

appropriate services, which arguably leads to poor outcomes

in young adulthood. Case planning and the delivery of ser-

vices across the child welfare, juvenile justice, education, and

behavior health service systems must begin when the youth

enters the juvenile justice system. Building collaborative and

coordinated care as early as possible is instrumental to

building a stable environment for these youth.
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Finally, as jurisdictions move towards systematic imple-

mentation, partnerships with research and evaluation teams

are imperative. Having researchers as part of the planning

team contributes to the development of best practices, a data

collection plan, and an overall evaluation plan. Herz and

Dierkhising (2019) offer a rubric based on current best

practices to help jurisdictions assess how their current prac-

tices align with best practices, how they can develop their

practices, and how their cross system practices change over

time. This rubric combined with the use of administrative

linked data provide jurisdictions with valuable tools to better

design their interventions and measure whether their efforts

are effective over time. Ultimately, these types of tools

combined with a growth in robust evaluation will establish

promising and evidence-based programs for working with

dual system youth and their families.

Study Limitations

This study used administrative data, which has both

strengths and weaknesses. These results, for example,

document who is entering the child welfare and juvenile

justice systems and their basic characteristics; however, the

data are limited to youth who touch both systems and to

characteristics and system experiences captured in admin-

istrative data. This reality does not detract from the sig-

nificant contribution such data offers but is a reminder of its

limited ability to answer all questions about dual system

youth (e.g., prevalence of mental health and substance

abuse issues, types of services received, and so on).

Although the site teams strived to use common defini-

tions across sites, differences in data access across sites

limited the ability of sites to use exactly the same para-

meters. This was particularly true in New York City, which

was limited both in the scope of juvenile justice petitions

that were available and the types of child welfare involve-

ment that could be included. These differences in data

access reflect legal barriers, including concerns about con-

fidentiality, that are locally determined. One particular issue

that impacts this study and any study using juvenile justice

administrative data is sealed cases. Sealed cases in some

jurisdictions cannot be used in research analyses. This was

the case in New York City and as a result, 2,754 youth were

not included in the study. The exclusion of youth because of

sealed cases can bias the results of any study using juvenile

justice data. Not all jurisdictions/states exclude sealed cases

from research, and it is not always clear how many cases

have been sealed and removed from the system’s database.

Definitional issues also limit the generalizability of this

study. Although all sites used first court petition as the

marker for juvenile justice involvement, different thresholds

may exist for a youth to have a court petition filed in each

jurisdiction. A first court petition represents formal entry

into the juvenile justice system, but it is unknown if using

different definitions for juvenile justice involvement, such

as referral/arrest, would yield similar results. The same

challenges exist in the child welfare system where rates of

substantiation and placement differ across sites and can

impact the comparability across them. As described earlier,

the authors of this study decided to code youth as dual

system youth if they had any investigation, even if that

investigation lasted only one day, as a starting point for the

questions raised in this study. This decision should be fur-

ther examined in future research to determine if certain

types of investigations should be included when identifying

dual system youth. Similarly, in studies that use arrest/

referral to the juvenile justice system as a criterion for dual

system contact, should an arrest count as contact if no

further action is taken? These issues and others lay the

foundation for future research to both replicate and further

explore the findings presented and questions raised in

this study.

Future Research

Several important questions emerge from this work and

inform future work. First, this study should be replicated in

other areas using linked administrative data. Future studies

should examine pathways using a different juvenile justice

decision point, such as referral/arrest, and child welfare

threshold for contact, and they should expand the analysis

to include regression models to examine the differences

across pathways while controlling for key factors and to

identify possible interaction effects. Secondly, although

these categories of dual system youth were derived from

practical experience and literature reviews, there were many

similarities (as well as differences) among the categories.

Verifying and further distinguishing pathways, will inform

policy, practice and research with more precision and

direction. To this end, future studies should use a data-

driven approach such as latent class analysis or sequence

analysis, to categorize youth based on their overall experi-

ences in the systems to validate and augment the pathways

in the proposed framework. Empirically deriving these

groups may lead to interesting insights on distinctions not

easily detected from a theoretical or practitioner perspective.

Finally, to maximize the potential of pathways to inform

policy, practice and research, tracking their outcomes into

young adulthood will be necessary. In this study, recidivism

was measured as a short-term outcome and differences were

found across pathways. Long-term outcomes measured with

administrative data, such as homelessness and involvement

in the criminal justice and behavioral health systems, are

essential in specifying the types of prevention and inter-

vention services needed to improve dual system youth

outcomes.
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Conclusion

Research findings over the past decade have established a

profile of youth who touch both the child welfare and

juvenile justice systems. The majority of this research

focuses on “crossover youth,” which typically includes

youth who touched the child welfare system first and

subsequently entered the juvenile justice system. The

contribution of this literature is important but also lim-

ited. It does not consistently differentiate and define the

pathways by which youth touch both systems. This study

addresses this gap by introducing a framework to define

dual system youth and their pathways and to test whether

characteristics and system experiences differ across the

pathways using linked administrative data from three

large metropolitan areas. Using cohorts of youth with

their first juvenile justice petitions, the current study

shows that 44.8 to 70.3% of youth also touched the child

welfare system. The most likely type of contact is non-

concurrent contact, and youth are more likely to touch the

child welfare system before they touch the juvenile jus-

tice system regardless of whether the contact is non-

concurrent or concurrent. Dual system youth differ from

their single system counterparts with regard to the over-

representation of African Americans, longer child welfare

involvement, and poor juvenile justice outcomes as

measured by higher rates of detention and recidivism.

Pathway group comparisons yielded significant differ-

ences and a critical pattern of findings: Youth who touch

child welfare first are more likely to have higher rates of

females, higher levels of disproportionate representation

of African American youth, greater involvement in the

child welfare system, and worse outcomes in juvenile

justice than youth who touched the juvenile justice sys-

tem first. The findings of this study show that dual system

youth pathways matter and highlight the need for sys-

tems’ to prioritize delinquency prevention programming

and trauma informed practices at all levels of interven-

tion. Preventing delinquency among maltreated youth is

rarely a focal point of policy-makers and practitioners,

which is a missed opportunity with significant short and

long-term consequences for youth, families, and com-

munities. Effective prevention of maltreatment and

delinquency combined with trauma-informed practices

and trauma-focused interventions hold the potential to

dramatically reduce the number of dual system youth and

change the trajectories of many lives in a profound and

positive way.
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