
A. Project Overview 
In response to a request from the Office of the 
Monitor in the matter of Jerry M. v. D.C. 1, the 
Urban Institute agreed to work with officials 
from the District of Columbia to facilitate the 
design and piloting of a new population 
forecasting process. The purpose of the new 
process would be to anticipate future needs 
for secure confinement space for young 
offenders.  Work on the project began in 
August 2002 and concluded in October 2003.   

The goal of the project was to develop a 
forecasting process, not to calculate an official 
population projection.  The Urban Institute was 
explicitly not asked to “predict” future needs 
for confinement space using statistical 
analysis.  This was consistent with the 
forecasting philosophy expressed by Urban 
Institute researchers at the beginning of the 
work. The Urban Institute researchers 
explained in their initial meetings with District 
officials that the best approach to forecasting 
requires policymakers and juvenile justice 
officials to be actively involved in the 
forecasting process.  Forecasting should be a 
policy-sensitive, deliberative process in which 
the perceptions and wisdom of key actors play 
a fundamental role in charting the future.  

                                                      

1  Jerry M., et al. v. District of Columbia, et al., Civil Action No. 
1519-85. (IFP) (D.C. Sup. Ct.). 

 
 
In keeping with this philosophy, the Urban 
Institute project was intended to help the 
District of Columbia devise its own process for 
producing and using forecasting analyses.  
The Urban Institute was retained to facilitate 
this effort by assisting an inter-agency group of 
city officials to develop and pilot a new 
forecasting process. Over the course of 13 
months, in nearly a dozen individual interviews 
with key officials, and with about 10 group 
meetings, the Urban Institute tried to help the 
District reach its goal of creating and piloting a 
new juvenile confinement forecasting process.  

The project could be described as a partial 
success.  After several missteps due to 
inconsistent meeting attendance, the working 
group did begin to focus on key tasks and the 
group made some important progress in 
fostering a shared understanding of the role of 
forecasting in juvenile justice planning.  The 
discussions and meetings held during the 
project advanced the agenda of developing a 
forecasting process for the District.   

Due to several factors, however, the group did 
not reach consensus on a forecasting process, 
nor was it able to pilot a process.  These 
factors were: 1) poor data availability; 2) 
inconsistent attendance at meetings; 3) 
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Summary  
During 2002 and 2003, the Urban Institute worked with various juvenile justice agencies in the District of Columbia to 
devise a population forecasting process that could be used to anticipate future needs for confinement space for 
delinquent offenders.  This report is the final product of that effort.  The report includes three sections: A) an overview of 
the forecasting project and its outcomes; B) a review of recent crime and juvenile justice data in Washington, D.C.; and C) 
recommendations for future efforts to incorporate population forecasting in the District’s juvenile justice planning process. 

Any opinions expressed are those of the authors and 
do not necessarily reflect the views of the Urban 
Institute, its board, or sponsors. 
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insufficient technical support for group 
discussions; 4) meetings that became mired in 
policy issues only tangentially related to 
forecasting; and 5) conflicts generated when 
Jerry M. litigation issues were introduced and 
debated during forecasting meetings.  

The Goals of Forecasting 
Using a formal forecasting process to 
anticipate future demand for correctional and 
detention beds is a basic responsibility of 
juvenile justice agencies and a key ingredient 
in sound planning, but a forecasting process 
must involve more than a statistical analysis of 
population changes and juvenile crime trends.  
There will never be a statistical model that 
enables analysts to predict future demand for 
secure space accurately and reliably.  There 
are simply too many factors shaping the 
demand for confinement space.  Traditional 
variables such as demographic changes, 
arrest patterns, and court actions are certainly 
important in understanding the demand for 
bed space, but the use of secure confinement 
is influenced by far more than these factors.  It 
is a function of local policy and practice.  Thus, 
an effective forecasting process must include 
more than juvenile justice data.  It must 
incorporate the perceptions and opinions of 
managers and policymakers.  

A common obstacle to creating an effective 
forecasting process is that justice agencies 
treat forecasting as a purely statistical 
exercise.  Technical staff or consultants are 
charged with developing statistical reports and 
data files, which are then used to create a 
one-time forecast, or "master plan" for the 
agency.  While this approach may meet the 
needs of decision makers for timely and 
seemingly objective information, the statistical 
predictions underlying such reports are out of 
date almost as soon as the reports are printed. 
The best way to make forecasting more timely 
and more sensitive to policy and 
organizational factors is to assemble a diverse 
group of stakeholders to design and produce 
their own population projections, and to 
ensure the full participation of these 
policymakers and administrators in a repeated 
series of forecasting sessions rather than a 
single analysis.  

Project Tasks 
The Urban Institute's Program on Youth 
Justice was retained to facilitate the work of an 
inter-agency forecasting group as it developed 
a new forecasting process for the D.C. juvenile 
justice system.  It was hoped that this process 
would:  

• incorporate analyses of available data about 
youth demographics and juvenile justice 
processing, but not be limited to such data;  

• involve a representative group of juvenile 
justice stakeholders that would meet regularly 
to review recent trends and generate 
empirical, policy-sensitive forecasts of future 
demand for secure space; and  

• use the Urban Institute’s web-based 
forecasting tool, Juvenile Forecaster.2  

As described in a formal proposal submitted to 
the Office of the Monitor for the Jerry M. vs. 
D.C. case, the Urban Institute promised to 
carry out the following specific tasks. 

Task 1. Project Preparation 

•  Meet with key officials and stakeholders 
individually to plan the overall approach of the 
project.   

•  Help local officials identify and recruit the 
members of a forecasting working group that 
would devise and carry out the forecasting 
process.   

•  Begin to identify the data sources available for 
forecasting models.  

Task 2. Organization of Data  

•  Meet with data analysts and others who would 
collect and organize the data elements needed 
for the forecasting process.   

•  Assist with the design of data files and 
participate in preliminary analyses of data.  

                                                      

2  Juvenile Forecaster (see http://youth.urban.org) is a free, 
easy-to-use, online tool developed by the Urban Institute. It 
makes the computational part of forecasting more accessible 
and transparent so that a wider range of participants may be 
included in the forecasting process.   
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Task 3. Orientation of Working Group  

•  Plan and conduct two meetings with the 
forecasting working group to review the key 
principles of policy-sensitive forecasting and 
the limits of purely statistical approaches to 
forecasting.   

•  Orient members of the working group to future 
group activities.  

Task 4. First Forecasting Meeting  

•  Plan and conduct a half-day meeting with the 
forecasting working group.    

•  Enter information in a live Internet session 
using Juvenile Forecaster and construct 
various forecasting models using local data 
and policy assumptions.   

•  Review the results of each forecast and 
discuss implications with the entire group.  

Task 5. Second Forecasting Meeting 

•  Plan and conduct a second half-day meeting 
with the working group to review the adequacy 
of previous forecasts, and to construct new 
models.   

•  Review the results of each forecast and 
discuss their implications with the entire 
group.  

Task 6. Review Progress and Assess Probable 
Impact of Future Forecasting Efforts 

•  Review the results of the effort in individual 
discussions with key stakeholders, summarize 
the impact of the forecasting effort and the 
likelihood of successful future efforts, and 
submit final comments and conclusions in a 
memorandum or report to the Office of the 
Monitor (i.e., this report). 

Results of Project Tasks  
Task 1. Project Preparation 

The Urban Institute’s efforts in Task 1 went 
largely as planned and were generally 
successful.  The project researchers met 
individually with a wide range of professionals 
associated with the D.C. juvenile justice 
system. Discussions were held with senior 
staff members from the Office of the Deputy 
Mayor for Children, Youth, Families and 
Elders, the family court division of the D.C. 

Superior Court, the Office of Corporation 
Counsel, the Public Defender Service, and the 
D.C. Youth Services Administration.  Other 
meetings were held with staff from local mental 
health agencies, children and family services, 
court social services, youth advocates, and 
private service providers.  The project was 
received with enthusiasm during these 
individual meetings and nearly everyone 
expressed support for the concept of policy-
sensitive forecasting.  

One aspect of Task 1 that did not go as well 
was the identification and recruitment of 
members for the forecasting working group.  
The Urban Institute asked District officials to 
restrict membership of the group to about a 
dozen people, and suggested that most 
members be mid-level managers and court 
professionals knowledgeable about the 
juvenile justice process.  

Unfortunately, the number of group members 
quickly swelled to more than 20, and many 
participants were senior level officials, 
including two of the city’s most prominent 
juvenile court judges.  The Deputy Mayor also 
attended some work group meetings.  The 
large size of the group and the fact that it 
included high-ranking officials meant that the 
group was prone to engaging in complex 
discussions of policy issues rather than 
forecasting tasks.  In particular, the group 
found it difficult to focus on data issues and 
case processing, both of which are critically 
important to forecasting.  

In addition, and even more disruptive to the 
process, the working group included some 
members who were directly involved in the 
Jerry M. case.  This made it difficult to discuss 
technical questions freely.  Forecasting is 
imprecise by definition, as it makes 
assumptions about the future.  This is why no 
single forecast analysis should ever be relied 
upon as an agency master plan.  Forecasts are 
only as relevant as the data they draw upon, 
and only as accurate as the assumptions on 
which they are based.  

When viewed through the adversarial lens of 
litigation, the inherent imprecision of 
forecasting seem to have prompted suspicion 
among some of the group members, which 
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had a negative effect on the project.  In 
retrospect, the Urban Institute should have 
tried to adjust the size and the composition of 
the working group before the project began.  
At the time, however, the Urban Institute 
believed it was important for D.C. officials to 
take full responsibility for the recruitment of 
group members, and the risks of proceeding 
did not appear to be excessive.   

Task 2. Organization of Data  

The Urban Institute’s efforts in pursuit of Task 
2 were not successful due to the general 
absence of juvenile justice data in the District.   

The members of the work group and all of its 
partner agencies were very cooperative and 
clearly supported the goals of the project.  The 
project received considerable help and 
technical advice from staff at the D.C. Superior 
Court, the D.C. Metropolitan Police 
Department (MPD), and the Youth Services 
Administration (YSA).  Other agencies, 
notably the D.C. Department of Mental Health 
and the D.C. Schools were also supportive.   

With the exception of the Superior Court, 
however, none of the youth-related agencies 
in D.C. were able to produce detailed, case-
level data about young offenders in a format 
that would be helpful to a bed-space 
forecasting effort.  Data from the Superior 
Court provided detailed case counts for every 
year between 1982 and 2002, by offense type, 
processing stage (e.g., adjudicated or not), 
and youth characteristics including as age and 
sex.3  The Metropolitan Police Department 
provided another source of useful data, as it 
maintains counts of all arrests involving youth 
under age 18, organized by offense, age, and 
gender.  Unfortunately, these data are not 
available for years prior to 1995.  

Beyond those data maintained by the Court 
and by MPD, there was virtually no useful 
information available about young offenders in 
the District.  Even the Youth Services 
Administration, which would naturally be 

                                                      

3 For this project, case counts were obtained from the printed 
annual reports of the D.C. courts, but the information is also 
available from the court’s automated information system. 

expected to have highly relevant information 
for a juvenile justice forecasting project, had 
very limited data.  Many of the most basic 
questions that would be asked by any 
forecaster could not be answered by YSA staff 
using the agency’s existing information 
systems.   

A seemingly simple question such as, “how 
many YSA-committed youth were placed in 
some form of out-of-home placement during 
each year from 1990 to 2000,” was impossible 
for YSA staff to answer.  The agency only 
recently began to organize such information. 
The staff can now provide some answers to 
questions such as these, but usually only for 
the current year or perhaps one or two years in 
the past.  YSA is not even close to being able 
to answer complex questions, such as, “what 
was the average length of stay in YSA facilities 
during the past year, how has the rate of 
commitment admissions to YSA varied by 
offense, or how many bed-days were used by 
committed youth versus detained youth over 
the past five years?”  

The lack of detailed data about juvenile justice 
caseloads was never characterized as a fatal 
impediment to the forecasting project.  From 
the very beginning of this effort, the Urban 
Institute cautioned the members of the working 
group that it was highly unlikely that they would 
ever have all of the data they desired in 
whatever format they wanted.  As the 
researchers explained to the group, it is a 
natural and expected part of any forecasting 
analysis to use estimates or “best guesses” 
when “real data” are not available.   

The extensive need for estimation in this 
project, however, proved to be harmful, 
especially in the context of the pending 
litigation, as noted above.  When the group 
was asked to derive what would seem to be a 
simple estimate (e.g., the current average per 
diem cost for a delinquent youth in residential 
placement), the group often became bogged 
down in lengthy disputes about how to 
measure that particular factor, and whether 
such an estimate would be acceptable to 
parties in the Jerry M. case.  
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Task 3. Orientation of Working Group  

The original plan for Task 3 was to hold two 
90-minute discussions with the working group 
to review the key principles of forecasting and   
prepare the group members for the effort to 
come.  Unfortunately, this never happened as 
intended.  The Urban Institute team was 
forced to hold the same discussion multiple 
times during the first three or four meetings.  
The membership of the working group was 
never stable enough to establish the group’s 
understanding of basic details of forecasting.  
For several months into the project, each 
meeting would involve at least one or two new 
participants and at least one or two members 
who missed the previous meeting.  Each time 
this happened, the group would have to stop 
and review the content and conclusions of 
previous meetings so that everyone could 
participate in the discussion.  This was 
especially problematic when a newcomer was 
a relatively senior official or influential member 
of the community.  The group was visibly 
uncomfortable but reluctant to confront high-
ranking newcomers asking basic questions 
about content from previous meetings.  

Beginning with the fourth or fifth attempt to 
have a productive meeting — and with the 
crucial support of the Office of the Deputy 
Mayor — the Urban Institute began to 
announce at the beginning of each discussion 
that questions about previously covered 
material would have to wait until after the 
meeting.  This tactic finally helped the process 
to move forward, but the disorganized way in 
which the working group was initially formed 
and the repeated discussions of old content 
drained the group of vital energy during the 
early days of the project.  

Tasks 4 and 5. Forecasting Meetings  

To its credit, the working group tried to 
convene the forecasting sessions described 
as Tasks 4 and 5 of the project, but these 
meetings were never long enough or focused 
enough to accomplish even the most basic 
activities required for Tasks 4 and 5.  

Due to all of the problems noted above, the 
group was still struggling to develop a shared 
understanding of forecasting basics, even as 

some of the members were beginning the 
analytic work required to use the forecasting 
model developed by the Urban Institute.  The 
group process was also disrupted by members 
who continued to bring an adversarial tone into 
the discussions in order to advance or protect 
agenda related to the Jerry M. litigation.  

However, there were positive outcomes during 
this stage of the work, which occurred in the 
winter and spring of 2003.  Beginning about 
this time, the project was enhanced by new 
leadership from the Office of the Deputy 
Mayor.  The senior staff of the office began to 
organize all of the working group meetings, to 
send out email notices of upcoming meetings, 
and to distribute minutes of previous meetings.  
A key staff person from the Office of the 
Deputy Mayor also attended all of the group 
meetings and helped to facilitate discussions.  
This brought needed stability and consistency 
to the project and allowed the Urban Institute 
staff to focus on the forecasting work itself.  

In two consecutive meetings of the working 
group, the Urban Institute used a live Internet 
session and the Juvenile Forecaster web site 
to begin to construct a range of forecasting 
scenarios based upon rudimentary data about 
juvenile commitment caseloads provided by 
YSA analysts.  During these meetings, it 
became apparent to the working group that 
additional data would be needed for an 
effective forecast.  

As a result, the working group agreed to 
establish a data subcommittee to explore the 
availability of other data resources in the 
District.  Some members of the subcommittee 
were drawn from the membership of the 
working group itself, but others were non-
members who were nominated by their 
agencies to be on the subcommittee alone.   

The data subcommittee met twice in May and 
June 2003.  Much of its work merely confirmed 
the general lack of data about juvenile 
offenders in D.C., but the discussions 
generated some promising ideas about how to 
improve data availability.  In July 2003, the 
forecasting group met to review the work of the 
data subcommittee and to proceed with the 
forecasting project.  This meeting was not well 
attended and unfortunately, it turned out to be 
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the last time the forecasting work group met.  
By this time, administrative turmoil in the City 
had prompted a rash of high-level personnel 
changes at YSA, and this drained the group of 
its already fragile momentum.  The project 
ended with the preparation of this report.  

Crime Trends 
Before its activities ended, the forecasting 
work group began to assemble data for 
tracking justice trends in Washington, D.C. 
and to use this information for projecting future 
trends.  As mentioned above, the two most 
useful sources of trend information were the 
databases maintained by the Superior Court 
and the Metropolitan Police Department.  Any 
future effort to forecast demand for secure 
juvenile confinement space in D.C. will need 
to draw upon these same sources.  

The first observation a forecaster would make 
about crime trends in Washington is that they 
have been cyclical over the past three 
decades.  In examining the number of 
reported crimes by offenders of all ages (see 
figure 1), it is apparent that the mid-1990s 
were a high point in serious and violent crime 
in the District.  The number of index crimes 
reported in 1999 (41,868) was 61 percent 
lower than the number reported in 1995 
(67,441).  After 1995, crime rates fell sharply. 

Dramatic fluctuations in the volume of serious 
and violent crime are problematic for any 
forecasting effort.  They suggest that local 
officials must be prepared at any time to 
provide a justice system capable of handling 
far more or far fewer offenders than it currently 
handles.  Moreover, the system must have the 
capacity to grow or retract in short periods of 
time.  Large changes do not always require a 
long time to emerge.  The crime wave of the 
mid-1980s took just six years to nearly double 
the number of violent crimes reported in D.C., 
from 9,423 crimes in 1986 to 16,685 per 
100,000 in 1992. 

 Figure 1 
Serious Crime by Offenders of All Ages in 
Washington, D.C., 1970 to 2002 
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 FBI Index Crimes include offenses in the Violent Crime Index 

(murder, rape, aggravated assault, robbery) and the Property 
Crime Index (larceny-theft, burglary, motor vehicle theft, and 
arson). 
 
Source: Data from the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI), 
Uniform Crime Reports. Figures for 1970–2001 were prepared 
by the National Archive of Criminal Justice Data at the 
University of Michigan and distributed by the Bureau of Justice 
Statistics—Data Online (http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs). Data 
for 2002 were obtained from Crime in the United States 2002, 
a publication of the FBI, Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department 
of Justice (http://www.fbi.gov/ucr/cius_02/pdf/2sectiontwo.pdf).
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Table 1 
Annual Percentage Change in Juvenile Arrests in 
Washington, D.C., 1995 to 2003 
 

All Offenses 
Number of 

Juvenile Arrests 
Change From 
Previous Year 

1995 4195 — 
1996 4289 +2% 
1997 3714 -13% 
1998 3252 -12% 
1999 2980 -8% 
2000 2761 -7% 
2001 2636 -5% 
2002 2422 -8% 
2003* 2599 +7% 

Violent 
Offenses   
1995 641 — 
1996 636 -1% 
1997 547 -14% 
1998 372 -32% 
1999 305 -18% 
2000 305 0% 
2001 267 -12% 
2002 245 -8% 
2003* 307 +25% 
   

* 2003 figures are weighted estimates, using data from  
  January through October of 2003. 
Source: Annual and monthly arrest statistics,  
   Metropolitan Police Department, Washington, D.C. 

Juvenile Arrests 
Similar trends can be seen in the number of 
juvenile arrests since 1995, the earliest year 
for which the District’s MPD can provide 
detailed juvenile arrest data.  In part due to its 
work on the forecasting project, the Urban 
Institute obtained these data for the years 
1995 through October of 2003.4   

                                                      

4  Data from January through October of 2003 were adjusted to 
represent a full year by averaging two different estimates.  
First, arrests from the first 10 months of 2003 were multiplied 
by 1.2 to represent 12 months. Second, to adjust for possible 
seasonality (more arrests are expected in the warm spring 
and summer months), arrests in January and February were 
used as a proxy for arrests in November and December of 
2003. These two estimates were then averaged.  

Juvenile violence in 2003 was significantly 
lower than in 1995 (figure 2).  The number of 
juvenile arrests for violent crime dropped 52 
percent overall between 1995 and 2003, from 
641 to 307 (table 1).  Although violent crime 
arrests grew somewhat between 2002 and 
2003, the level of violent juvenile crime in 2003 
was still very low relative to 1995. 

The key question arising from recent arrest 
trends is, “what direction will these trends take 
during the remainder of this decade and into 
the next?”  Does the small increase in juvenile 
arrests between 2002 and 2003 represent the 
beginning of a continuing period of growing 
juvenile arrests?  If so, how much will they 
grow?  Could the volume of juvenile arrests by 
2010 reach the levels of the mid-1990s?   

Figure 2 
Juvenile Arrests in Washington, D.C., 1995 to 2003 
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Statistically, it is not possible to answer these 
questions with any certainty.  Criminologists 
cannot predict crime trends precisely because 
the factors that influence the incidence of 
crime are simply too numerous.  Answers are 
even more elusive in the case of juvenile 
arrest trends.  The MPD data about juvenile 
arrests do not exist prior to 1995.  Thus, there 
are not enough data points to estimate the 
potential range of future arrest trends in the 
District.  If a statistical analysis were used 
blindly, without regard for sensible 
interpretation, it would probably predict a 
sustained downward trend in juvenile arrests.  
But, is this reasonable? 

Juvenile Court Cases 
Data from the D.C. Court system would enable 
a forecasting analysis to use a longer time 
frame than is possible with MPD data.  The 
Urban Institute assembled court data from the 
annual reports of the D.C. courts for the years 
1982 through 2002.  The falling juvenile crime 
rate in D.C. can be seen clearly in the 
declining number of young offenders being 
referred to juvenile court for delinquency 
charges.  Between 1990 and 2002, the total 
number of law violations referred to juvenile 
court fell 52 percent (table 2).  

 
 
 

Juvenile court referrals were down for all major 
offense categories during the past decade 
(figure 3).  Referrals for property offenses fell 
from 1,956 to 742 between 1988 and 2002.  
Referrals for person offenses peaked at more 
than 1,300 in 1994, and then began to decline, 
reaching a low of 664 in 2002.  Most of the 
drop in juvenile delinquency was due to the 
stunning decline in the number of male 
juveniles referred to court.  Between 1988 and 
2002, juvenile court referrals for male law 
violators plunged 64 percent.  

Again, from a purely statistical perspective, it is 
clear that delinquency cases in Washington, 
D.C. have been declining since 1988.  There is 
no statistical reason to expect this trend to 
reverse.  Practically, however, it would be folly 
to assume that past decreases will continue 
apace during the next decade.  At some point, 
the decline will end.  In fact, the recent growth 
in juvenile arrests between 2002 and 2003 
could suggest that a reversal in the making 
and court caseloads may begin to grow.  

If juvenile court cases do begin to increase, 
how much of an increase should we expect?  
Could the volume of delinquency matters grow 
so much that the annual caseload will reach its 
previous high of nearly 5,500 cases?  Could 
future increases vary by age or offense? 
These are not simply statistical matters. 
Caseload projections should be interpreted 
using judgment and administrative experience.   

 

Table 2 
Juvenile Delinquency Cases in Washington, D.C. 

  Number of Referrals Percent Change 
Reasons for Referral 1990 2000 2002 1990–2000 1990–2002
Acts Against Persons 1,039 676 664 -35% -36% 
Acts Against Property 1,549 766 742 -51 -52 
Public Order Offenses 1,870 940 696 -50 -63 
Other  255 113 139 -56 -45 
Total 4,713 2,495 2,241 -47 -52 

Source: Annual Report of the D.C. Courts, 1982 to 2002. Washington, D.C. 
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Recommendations 
Future efforts to anticipate the need for 
juvenile confinement space in the District of 
Columbia should include analyses of 
population demographics, arrest trends, and 
court processing patterns, but they should 
involve more than data analyses.  Juvenile 
justice decision-makers should help to 
anticipate future demand for secure space by 
being directly involved in a policy-sensitive 
forecasting process that is repeated on a 
regular basis.   

Forecasting is not the same as predicting.  
Rather than trying to predict the future with a 
single quantitative analysis — an impossible 
task in the best of circumstances — forecasting 
brings together policymakers and practitioners 
on a regular basis to examine recent juvenile 
justice data, reflect on current trends, and 
discuss possible future trends.  The accuracy 
of each discussion is reviewed and adjusted 
during the next session.  Over time, an 
effective forecasting process enables a group 
of decision-makers to learn how to anticipate 
trends in juvenile crime along with the likely 
consequences of policies and practices 
regarding secure bed-space.  

An effective forecasting process should include 
at least three general areas of activity.  First, 
decision-makers should develop a thorough 
understanding of their jurisdiction’s policies 
and practices regarding the use of secure 
confinement for juvenile offenders.  Second, 
they should have regular access to extensive 
and up-to-date analyses of historical trends in 
juvenile crime and juvenile justice processing 
within their jurisdiction.  Third, they should host 
a repeating series of strategy meetings with a 
variety of audiences from the juvenile justice 
system and the larger community.  These 
meetings should focus on how current trends 
might affect future confinement patterns and 
how the diversity and depth of juvenile justice 
programs may be related to the use of secure 
confinement.  

 

 

 

Figure 3 
Juvenile Delinquency Cases in D.C. 
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Source: Annual Report of the D.C. Courts, 1982 to 2002.  
    Washington, D.C. 
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Developing a Forecasting Process 
Juvenile justice agencies often attempt to 
project their future needs for confinement 
space by relying on statistical methodologies, 
usually with the goal of deriving an “accurate” 
prediction of need.  Elected officials initiate the 
process by asking juvenile justice agencies to 
provide simple answers to the question, “how 
many beds will you need?”  Although standard 
statistical methodologies are helpful in 
developing such answers, they are based on 
the problematic assumption that future trends 
can be extrapolated from past trends.  

A statistical analysis may show that the 
number of violent juvenile offenders has 
grown ten percent each year for the past ten 
years.  If a statistician uses this fact to form a 
predictive equation, the model would logically 
assume that this trend will continue, and local 
officials would be encouraged to plan for a 
population of violent juvenile offenders that 
continues to grow ten percent each year.  The 
actual rate of violent juvenile crime, of course, 
is just as likely to fall after ten years of growth.  

Predictive analyses have to be reviewed and 
interpreted by experienced juvenile justice 
professionals.  Forecasting is most effective 
when projections are used to prompt 
questions about key juvenile justice trends, 
but projections are scrutinized by experienced 
policymakers and practitioners in light of their 
own knowledge.  An inter-agency forecasting 
group should determine whether empirical 
models are reasonable or appropriate.  
Obviously, no one has the ability to predict the 
future, but a properly implemented forecasting 
process can produce better guesses about the 
future than those produced by decision-
makers relying on their own hunches or simply 
extrapolating from past trends.  

Dimensions of Forecasting Models  
What exactly is an effective forecasting 
process?  It is a process that uses clear and 
openly stated assumptions to produce 
estimates of space needs, allows users and 
producers of each forecast to have a clear 
understanding of the strengths and limitations 
of each analysis, and encourages frequent re-
analysis of key assumptions in each model. 

The Urban Institute’s Juvenile Forecaster 
model was designed to be used in open 
meetings involving non-technical staff where a 
research analyst or technical staff person 
brings to the meeting some data (or 
reasonable estimates) for five data elements:  

1. the current size of the relevant youth 
population (e.g., the number of youth 
currently in whatever program or form of 
custody is being projected, either all types 
of offenders as one group or divided into 
various sub-groups);  

2. the current rate of admissions into the 
program or custody setting for each 
relevant population;  

3. the average length of stay in the setting for 
each relevant population;  

4. the expected annual change in the rate of 
admissions into each setting for each 
relevant population (expressed as an 
annual percentage increase or decrease); 
and  

5. the expected annual change (percentage) 
in the average length of stay in each setting 
for each relevant population.  

The first three dimensions can often be 
determined from existing data.  The last two 
dimensions are less easily identified, and 
estimating them is the focus of the forecasting 
meeting.  Obviously, if future admissions are 
expected to decline, or if future length of stay 
is expected to decrease, a jurisdiction’s need 
for bed space will drop as well.  If the meeting 
participants have accurate data about the first 
three dimensions and they can arrive at 
reasonable, consensual assumptions about 
the last two dimensions, their forecasts will be 
reasonable and instructive.  

The Juvenile Forecaster model is provided as 
a free web site in order to facilitate the 
involvement of policymakers and practitioners 
in such a forecasting process.  While statistical 
methodologies should inform the assumptions 
underlying a forecast, ultimately there is no 
substitute for the insights and wisdom of the 
people involved in the day-to-day decisions 
about juvenile detention and correctional bed 
space. Judges, prosecutors, probation 
officials, public defenders, corrections officials, 
policymakers, child welfare and social service 
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system practitioners all have important 
information about juvenile bed space needs. 
Their views must be included in forecasting. 

Of course, even if the views of all participants 
are included, a forecast might produce an 
estimate of bed space need that does not 
match the future supply of offenders 
considered appropriate for placement.  This 
situation will arise whenever important factors 
remain unidentified, or when they change in 
some unanticipated way. Suppose a new 
prosecutor is elected and he or she introduces 
a new philosophy to govern how young 
offenders should be charged and adjudicated.  
The number of youth recommended for secure 
confinement could change as a result.  What if 
a researcher produces a five-year forecast of 
bed space needs, and officials later decide to 
stop incarcerating first-time drug offenders?  
The forecast will be appear to be inaccurate, 
even if the researcher could not possibly have 
anticipated such a change in policy (certainly 
not on statistical grounds). 

Any forecast, whether based on statistical 
analyses or some other source of information, 
involves assumptions about a great many 
factors — What is an appropriate use of secure 
bed space?  Could this change? Will the use 
of juvenile bed space be affected by changes 
in child welfare or social service resources, or 
the availability of local treatment programs?  
Will these changes involve crimes that 
typically result in confinement or secure 
placement?  Will the courts continue to 
process cases in a similar manner, or are 
judges about to change their approach with 
certain types of offenders?   

Assumptions about policy and practice are as 
central to a credible forecast as are statistical 
techniques, especially for producing estimates 
of changes in admissions and length of stay.  
To develop estimates of future changes in 
policy and practice, forecasters can examine 
past trends (e.g., how certain types of cases 
have been processed by the courts), but past 
trends may be insufficient.  Assumptions 
about future changes are likely to be more 
effective when a forecasting process involves 
multiple sources of expertise.  

Finally, the term “accuracy” requires additional 
clarification.  In a forecasting context, accuracy 
means that one has identified the correct 
amount of program resources needed to meet 
some future supply of offenders according to 
existing definitions of appropriate resource 
use.  In practice, however, jurisdictions do not 
often define what they believe is an 
“appropriate” use of confinement.  Past use is 
simply assumed to have been appropriate use. 
However, this is often debatable.  A jurisdiction 
where officials believe it is inappropriate to 
incarcerate first-time offenders may still find 
such offenders in confined populations.  If 
actual practice departs from what is viewed as 
ideal or proper, a forecast relying on actual 
bed space use to arrive at estimates of future 
need would be reinforcing the poor decision-
making of the past.  

Obstacles to Future Forecasting Efforts 
As described above, the Urban Institute 
encountered a number of difficulties in this 
project.  In part, this was because the basic 
ideas behind forecasting are not easy to grasp, 
and any group of local officials needs time to 
incorporate forecasting concepts into their 
usual planning process.  The District also 
needs much better information resources 
(case-level, longitudinal data) before it will be 
able to develop a forecasting process.  In 
addition to these obstacles, other factors 
affected this project, and they will likely affect 
future forecasting efforts.  

First, as mentioned earlier, attendance at the 
forecasting working group meetings was 
inconsistent.  On some occasions, fewer than 
half of the invited participants attended.  
During other meetings, agencies sent different 
people to represent them.  This made it difficult 
to establish a common understanding about 
the methods and purposes of forecasting and 
to advance the collective skills and knowledge 
of the group.  Future efforts to create a 
forecasting process must establish firm 
guidelines for group membership and meeting 
attendance.   

Second, it was clear during this project that the 
District has not developed a classification 
system to define appropriate uses of secure 
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confinement for juvenile offenders — i.e., under 
what conditions should youth be confined?  
This makes it difficult to engage stakeholders 
in a detailed forecasting process.  The Urban 
Institute attempted to generate initial forecasts 
using information about past trends and 
practices.  Some members of the group, 
however, were reluctant to make projections 
of future confinement patterns based upon 
past patterns because they considered past 
practices to have been inappropriate.  The first 
step in any future forecasting effort must be to 
establish clear expectations about the goals 
and purposes of juvenile confinement.  City 
leaders must answer the questions, “which 
youth should be confined, under what 
circumstances, and which youth should not?”  

Third, discussions about juvenile justice in the 
District are highly politicized.  This made the 
work of the forecasting group contentious and 
difficult.  Despite the Urban Institute’s efforts 
to explain the parameters of forecasting, some 
members of the forecasting group sought 
premature conclusions about the number of 
secure beds that should be available in the 
District.  Most group members understood that 
they first needed to build an adequate 
decision-making process, but others saw the 
group as an opportunity to generate a single 
number that could be used in policy debate.  
Naturally, these participants were inclined to 
engage in conflict over nearly any component 
of the forecasting process, in case it might 
alter that final number.  Unless the District can 
devise a forecasting process that is well 
structured, analytical, and distinct from politics 
and advocacy, it will be difficult to achieve any 
real and lasting progress in this area.  

Conclusion  
An effective forecasting process is not 
necessarily expensive and does not have to 
require a large investment of agency 
resources and personnel.  Indeed, the primary 
activities in forecasting are facilitating 
meetings and supervising the work of a small 
team of researchers as they compile data for 
these meetings.  

The Urban Institute was asked to investigate 
whether a new forecasting process was of 
interest to key stakeholders in the District of 
Columbia and whether it could be implemented 
in an effective manner.  At the end of the 
project, it was clear that there is adequate 
interest in and support for a new forecasting 
process, but several key issues have to be 
addressed if future forecasting efforts are to be 
successful.  

1. The District needs to continue to invest in 
cross-agency data collection, data-sharing, 
and data analysis.  The District currently lacks 
sufficient database infrastructures and the 
research capacity to document key trends in 
the use of juvenile justice resources.   

2. Elected officials and senior administrators 
should review and approve the products of 
future forecasting efforts, but the forecasting 
process itself should rely on mid-level 
professionals with extensive knowledge of the 
D.C. juvenile justice process and the 
implications of various policy choices. 

3. There are long-standing and deeply held 
concerns about the District’s past practices 
regarding secure confinement for juvenile 
offenders.  These concerns led to frequent 
breakdowns in communication and a diversion 
of the group’s focus to policy concerns rather 
than analytical forecasting.  These concerns 
may be well placed, but they must be resolved 
outside of any future forecasting process.  

4. Future forecasting efforts should be 
coordinated by a group or agency with 
credibility and independence.  A forecasting 
process must involve the participation and 
support of multiple agencies, but it must be 
guided by an organization that is independent 
from, but well known to the local justice 
system.  The selection of the group must give 
key stakeholders confidence that the 
coordinating agency is facilitating the process, 
not dictating the outcomes.  The coordinating 
group should not be materially affected by the 
results of the forecasting process.  
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