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  Word From Washington 

 An Interview 
With Jeffrey 
A. Butts 
 by Marion Mattingly 

  Editor’s Note:   On June 26. 2012, 
Marion Mattingly interviewed Jeffrey A. 
Butts, the Director of the Research and 
Evaluation Center at John Jay College of 
Criminal Justice, City University of New 
York (CUNY). Butts is a graduate of the 
University of Oregon, with an M.S.W. 
from Portland State University, and a 
Ph.D. from the University of Michigan. 
He began his career in Eugene, Oregon, 
as a drug abuse counselor with the juve-
nile court. He has served as Director 
of the Program on Youth Justice at the 
Urban Institute in Washington, D.C., 
senior research associate at the National 
Center for Juvenile Justice in Pittsburgh, 
and was a research fellow with Chapin 
Hall at the University of Chicago. His 
experience as a practitioner informs his 
research. He has managed more than 
$10 million of research projects since 
1990, published two books, and authored 
numerous monographs and reports 
for government agencies and founda-
tions. In addition, many of his articles 
have appeared in academic and peer-
reviewed journals. Butts has conducted 
research on juvenile justice issues since 
the 1980s, including the Office of Juve-
nile Justice and Delinquency Prevention 
(OJJDP) study of juvenile court delay 
and OJJDP’s evaluation of teen courts, 
a National Institute of Justice study of 
juvenile drug courts, and the Robert 
Wood Johnson Foundation’s multi-site 
evaluation of Reclaiming Futures, a 
strategy for integrating the efforts of the 
juvenile justice and substance abuse 
treatment systems.  
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    Multidimensional Treatment Foster 
Care: The Third Blueprint 
 by H. Ted Rubin 

officer, a mental health clinician, a state 
department of youth corrections, or a state 
department of child welfare services. Their 
role is to rebuild a youth and the youth’s 
family to enable a youth’s successful return 
home. They tend to serve as a last stratagem 
to avert more costly group home care or 
state institutional or residential treatment; 
avoidance of psychiatric hospitalization is 
a particular objective in engaging MTFC 
youth with severe emotional disorders. A 
new MTFC program that began in mid-
July, Chicago nonprofit Youth Outreach 
Services, will take on five youths who are 
reentering the community following their 
commitment to a state delinquency institu-
tion. Another MTFC provider in Wichita, 
Kansas, notes that its current complement 
of program youth is eight. 

 Typically, for youth with significant 
delinquency involvement, MTFC enrolls 
those who have failed with FFT or MST or 
other expansive interventions and places 
them into these specialized treatment 
foster homes while working intensively 
with the youth, natural parents, and foster 
parents. The usual goal is a return to the 
natural or adoptive family within six to 
seven months, although strenuous work 
with the natural parent(s) is not always 
successful. These programs do not save 
all “deeper-end” youths, but their accom-
plishments are marked. Their cost, in the 
range of $4,000 per month, is significantly 
lower than residential group care. 

 Functional Family Therapy (FFT) and 
Multi-systemic Therapy (MST) are Blue-
print programs rigorously documented 
to be effective with delinquent youth and 
cost-effective as well. They are applied 
in hundreds of jurisdictions across the 
United States and have been instituted 
in other nations also. They can be cred-
ited with enabling significantly improved 
youth/family relationships, with con-
tributing to reductions in juvenile insti-
tutionalization, and, quite possibly, with 
reducing the number of youths entering 
the criminal justice system. 

 A third delinquency-reducing Blueprint 
program that is far less known and far less 
applied but that research has also estab-
lished as an effective and cost-effective 
intervention, is Multidimensional Treat-
ment Foster Care (MTFC). This article 
focuses on this program as it is used with 
adolescents, known as MTFC-A, but there 
are also related MTFC programs that focus 
on younger children. MTFC-A assists and 
places deeper-end youths. It is not as closely 
connected with juvenile probation depart-
ments as are FFT and MST. MTFC’s highly 
structured, multifaceted, and specialized 
foster-home programs are often adminis-
tered by private nonprofit children’s service 
agencies as well as by public child welfare 
agencies, and they work with difficult court-
related youth who have fallen through the 
cracks of other interventions. 

 These programs may receive referred 
youth or families from a child welfare 
agency social worker, a juvenile probation 
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 Pressing Juvenile Justice Issues 
  Marion Mattingly:  You are involved with 

significant research on juvenile justice 
issues. What do you see as the most press-
ing juvenile justice issues right now at the 
state, local, and federal level? 

  Jeffrey A. Butts:  The most pressing. . .? 
Well, we have a convergence of factors 
that are creating both opportunities and 
a little chaos in policy and practice. First, 
we have the opportunity created by the 
continuing drop in violent crime. This is 
true for both adults and juveniles, but it 
took a while for people to believe it was 
happening, and now it’s been going on 
so long that people have come to accept 
it as normal, and it has changed the way 
people think about the urgency of cer-
tain issues like criminal court transfer. 
Then, the recent Supreme Court deci-
sion ( Miller v. Alabama ) reinforced the 
notion that we are changing the way we 
think about punishment and the whole 
“get tough” movement, so that’s really 
changed things in a good way. 

 The Impact of Evidence-Based 
Practices 

  Butts:  The other thing that is happen-
ing, of course, is that no one has any 
money, and so at the federal level and cer-
tainly the state and local level, budgets are 
really strained. Legislators and decision 
makers are looking for things to cut and, 
as has always been true, it is easier to cut 
community-based services and contracts 
than it is to cut core staff and facilities. So 
there is a risk that, as budgets contract, we 
will see cuts in what I consider some of 
the good stuff. And the other thing that’s 
happening—and this also has a good and 
a bad side—is the whole evidence-based 
movement. The good side is that people 
are recognizing that you can actually 
evaluate juvenile justice programs and 
policies to determine which ones are 
more effective, and we’ve actually started 
to reject some ideas because research has 
found that they’re not very effective. 

 The Upside: Taking a Tough Look 
at Corrections 

  Mattingly:  Do you mean programs that 
really don’t work, like boot camps? 

  Butts:  Boot camps, yes, but other things 
too. Even corrections, it turns out. Do 
you know Ed Mulvey’s work on the “Path-
ways to Desistance” project? It got a 

lot of exposure in the past few years. 
He helped to establish an idea that is 
becoming more believable to people, 
which is that 12 months of incarceration 
is not magically more effective than nine 
months of incarceration. The length 
of confinement is not supposed to be 
the point. Once you have someone in a 
locked facility, your job is to help them 
build the skills and sense of responsibility 
and everything else that they will need 
in order to survive without getting in 
trouble again. 

  Mattingly:  How often do you think that 
happens? 

  Butts:  Well, of course, it depends 
on where [the youth is] and what [an 
institution] is doing and what problems 
[the youth] comes in with, but I think 
when you show through good rigorous 
research that the length of stay in secure 
facilities is not related to outcomes, that 
raises a lot of fundamental questions 
about what we are doing with confine-
ment. What’s the purpose of incarcera-
tion if 12 months doesn’t increase the 

dose over six months? How do we even 
know that this [institutional] model itself 
is effective? So that’s been very important 
to the field. That’s the upside of the 
evidence-based policy environment. 

 The Downside of Evidence-Based 
Practices 

  Butts:  The downside of evidence-based 
is, there is a lot of simplistic thinking and 
a lot of naiveté about what research is, 
and that is actually, I think, doing some 
harm across the country as people like 
state legislators enact bills that say, if you 
are not an evidence-based program, you 
can’t get any money. I think that’s driving 
a lot of decision making right now on the 
local level in a destructive way. 

  Mattingly:  Legislators can think that 
way. 

  Butts:  Right, and the phrase I use for 
people is “You have to remember the 
political economy of research.” The 
things we have right now on those lists—
like  crimesolutions.gov  and the Model 
Programs Guide and the Blueprints at the 
University of Colorado—all those things, 

the ones at the top of the list are called 
proven models. But they’re not at the 
top  just  because they are good programs; 
they are there because they are good 
programs  and  someone has invested in 
research to prove it. People may think 
that these are the best programs we have, 
and that’s not true. These are just the 
best programs that have been tested so 
far. But there could be other excellent 
programs that have not been evaluated, 
that have not gotten the kind of national 
attention that is required in order to be 
evaluated sufficiently. State and local 
decision makers could end up cutting 
the legs out from under some very good 
programs because they are not on these 
lists, and that’s a tragedy. 

 I have been attending meetings of the 
Science Advisory Board to OJP [Office of 
Justice Programs]. I am on the juvenile 
subcommittee of the Board. These are 
some of the smartest, most informed 
people in the field, and we have had excel-
lent conversations about these things, but 
when federal officials come in and talk to 

us, and when criticisms of the evidence-
based movement come up, it’s clear that 
they are not comfortable hearing these 
things. Whenever something critical is 
said, there is about two seconds of silence 
and then someone moves on to the next 
topic; they really don’t want to hear it. 

 Investing in Skill-Based Programs 
  Mattingly:  In light of the impact of the 

economy, where do you think that we 
should invest our scarce dollars? 

  Butts:  Well, my personal view is, we 
need more skill-based programs and 
fewer therapeutic programs. I think it’s 
comforting to policy makers to think that 
young people get involved in commit-
ting crimes because they are somehow 
defective psychologically or emotionally. 
People have to remember that breaking 
rules during adolescence is pretty normal. 
MacArthur has helped to raise conscious-
ness about what adolescent development 
is and that breaking rules and testing lim-
its and behaving badly is kind of—maybe 
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 Once you have someone in a locked facility, your 
job is to help them build the skills to survive 
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I shouldn’t say normal, but it’s certainly 
normative. Most young people do things 
at some point that could result in arrest, 
and it is up to us to be smart enough not 
to arrest all of them for it. 

  Mattingly:  I think you are absolutely 
right. I mean, all of us were teenagers 
once and probably did some crazy things. 
I think giving kids opportunities and 
helping them to understand things makes 
a huge difference. 

  Butts:  Yes, but I think in the past that 
way of thinking has been risky for policy 
makers because in, certainly the seven-
ties, I would say even into the eighties, the 
whole view about avoiding labeling and 
diversion was implemented in kind of a 
crude way. We did it stupidly by saying, 
“Well, everyone commits these crimes, 
so let’s just ignore the first two or three 
or four offenses.” That is dumb, because 

when you get a thousand kids coming 
in for a minor offense at age 13 or 14, 
well, yeah, 800 of them are probably not 
going to do it again. They will realize 
that they just got caught, and they will 
be more careful the next time. But out 
of those same 1,000 first-timers, there 
might be 20 kids who are beginning a 
path to serious harm and destruction. We 
will never know exactly which 20, but if 
we intervene with maybe the most risky 
200, we stand a good chance at reaching 
the 20. 

  Mattingly:  And that’s the challenge? 
  Butts:  Yes. What do you do with the 200 

when you know that only 20 of them are 
really headed toward no good? You don’t 
want to over-intervene with the other 180, 
but you want to do something creative. 
Many people argue that we should only 
intervene with the most high-risk offend-
ers. And, certainly if you think only in 
terms of formal charges, prosecution, 
and incarceration, this is true. But, we 
could still try to lay down a good layer of 
prevention—maybe not with the 1,000 
kids—but at least with the 200. And 
we should do that in a way that doesn’t 
require prosecution and the lifelong stain 
of a criminal record. 

 Positive Youth Development 
  Mattingly:  This is very, very interesting. 

Tell me about your work on positive 
youth development. 

  Butts:  Well, I already mentioned the 
MacArthur Foundation, and there is 
the book that Larry Steinberg did with 
Elizabeth Scott a few years ago. Their 
work has really increased the sensitivity 
to developmental issues. Even here, how-
ever, there is a downside. When people 
hear us talk about adolescent develop-
ment, and then the adolescent brain, 
they are soon off on a chain of thought 
that leads to the conclusion that we could 
keep juvenile crime down by giving every 
kid a psychiatrist and therapy. Then the 
evidence-based advocates join in with 
their own self interest, talking up this and 
that program—most of which have ther-
apy as an underlying component—and 
there is a risk that the growing awareness 
of adolescent development leads to just 

more therapy. Kids don’t get involved in 
delinquency for a lack of therapy. Some 
do, of course, but most don’t. 

 The alternative is what people call 
positive youth development. Not every-
one uses those words still, but the way I 
would encapsulate that is, every kid goes 
through a period of adolescence, which 
is challenging, and they all need to hold 
on to something to steer them through 
those rough waters. Most find something 
that they can believe in and that gets 
them excited. It could be sports, it could 
be music, it could be lots of different 
things. But, everyone needs something to 
belong to, a group of kids doing similar 
things that they can feel a part of, recon-
stituting their own sense of family and 
belonging. And every kid needs at least 
one strong, loyal adult who sticks with 
them, saying, “Come on, you can do it.” 
These are the underlying principles of 
positive youth development. 

 The challenge is how to take all those 
good things and turn them into a pack-
age of programs and activities that can be 
managed and measured. It’s hard work. 

 Sometimes even our friends fight this 
because it does not fit the conventional 
argument: justice bad/treatment good. 

Especially in the mental health field. 
There are people who knowingly mislead 
policy makers about the mental health 
issue for their own self-interests and the 
interests of their organizations. They 
exaggerate the numbers, pumping up 
the prevalence of mental health disorders 
by talking about data from the deep end 
of the system while allowing audiences 
to think it’s the same at the front end 
of the system. I think they do it because 
they think they are on the side of the 
angels. They know that policy makers are 
either going to buy into the “get tough” 
crackdown—send them all to prison—or 
they are going to be persuaded that kids 
have problems and we can help them 
with treatment, so let’s push mental 
health as an alternative. In my view, it 
could be just as harmful as the “lock them 
all up” perspective, because it’s taking the 
approach that they are all dysfunctional 
and broken, and they all need our profes-
sional help. The problem with that is that 
we cannot afford to provide high-quality 
professional help to all these kids, and so 
we are throwing some of them back into 
the community with no help. 

 Why can’t we instead create a low-
cost community-based approach which 
involves a lot of volunteers and com-
munity partnerships and neighborhood 
organizations and families as partners? 
A lot of kids come from homes where 
all they see is pain and suffering and 
violence, but usually there is someone 
in the orbit of that child who could help. 
We could say, “Let’s go see your uncle,” 
or “How about your older sister’s former 
boyfriend who is in college now? Let’s go 
talk to him.” There is always someone. We 
have to put in the time to link up kids with 
whatever strengths and assets they already 
have in their world. Of course, the reason 
we don’t do this is, it’s hard work, and we 
don’t get reimbursement for mentoring 
and for facilitating strong relationships 
and community connections, so we just 
don’t do it. 

 And then you have the liberals coming 
at this from the other side, saying, “Just 
leave them alone. If we do anything, 
we’re going to draw them into the justice 
system. It’s better to ignore these things.” 
The liberal instinct to do nothing out of 
fear of doing harm can be just as harmful 
as the opposite instinct, which is to over-
react to small adolescent problems. It’s 
all just too tricky. 

 We have to put in the time to link up kids with whatever 
strengths and assets they already have in their world. 
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 Community Connections for Youth 
  Mattingly:  Is this happening in some 

communities? 
  Butts:  Yes, I think when a community 

gets serious about early intervention, 
it naturally leads them to skill-based 
programs because you can’t really do 
an intervention if your model is thera-
peutic. You just can’t afford it; you can’t 
afford that many therapists, basically. 
So if communities get serious about 
doing something solid with the first 
offense—maybe not filing charges, not 
calling them into court, not adjudicating 
them—but, if the justice system takes 
responsibility to broker connections for 
young people, that’s when good things 
happen. 

 In New York, there are a lot of things 
like that. There is an organization here 
called Community Connections for 
Youth, for example. Just the name tells 
you what their mission is. When they get 
a young person who has been stopped by 
the police, maybe even referred to court, 
they focus on what is available in the com-
munity and what that kid is interested in, 
and they focus on activities to satisfy that 
interest. They focus on adult connec-
tions, too, of course. Someone recently 
said to me that this is a great “new model.” 
I laughed, because this stuff is not new. It 
is the oldest model in the world; we just 
don’t do it very well any more. 

 Debunking Myths 
  Mattingly:  You are known as something 

of a myth buster in juvenile justice. For 
instance, your study,  Arresting Children: 
Examining Recent Trends in Pre-teen Crime  
(2008) disproving the view that youth 
are getting more violent at younger ages 
is one example of myth busting. What 
myth are you now busting? 

  Butts:  One myth I would really like to 
bust is that kids get involved in crime 
because there is something wrong with 
them. I think kids get involved in crime 

because they are kids, and they are figur-
ing out what they can get away with, and 
they push boundaries and test limits. 
That’s normal. We actually need them 
to do that. That is how we all grow up, by 
figuring out where the boundaries are. 
We can’t react as if every time a kid breaks 
the law it proves that the kid is somehow 
fundamentally broken. 

  Mattingly:  I think we have to make 
sure that everyone knows about brain 
development. 

  Butts:  Yes, that’s true. But the con-
cern is that when people start hearing 
about brains and go to conferences and 
see PowerPoint pictures with brains 
highlighted in different colors, they may 
start to infer that crime is a brain dis-
ease, and that is not good. Experienced 
presenters don’t allow that inference to 
happen, but it’s real easy for audiences to 
start thinking, “Oh, I see. These kids are 
all so messed up, so we need more psy-
chiatrists.” As I said before, that’s not only 

wrong; it would be enormously expensive 
to pursue that seriously as a policy goal. 

  Mattingly:  Are there other myths you 
would like to address? 

  Butts:  Yes, the myth that private is bad 
and public is good, especially as it relates 
to this whole private prison thing. It’s 
become an article of faith among the 
left wing to argue against private prisons 
and to tell stories about all the bad things 
private prisons do in the pursuit of profit, 
like removing services and supports 
because they eat into profit margins. 
Sure, but public facilities do lots of hor-
rible things too. We should all focus on 
quality instead. Another issue is the size 
of residential facilities. Some states—like 
Maryland, I think—have actually enacted 
regulations limiting the size of facilities 
to 40 beds, which is just stupid. You can 

have beautiful facilities with 100 beds 
and absolute horror shows with 20 beds. 
It’s not about size, and it’s not about who 
pays for it. It’s about the quality of the 
programming and the skills and human-
ity of the staff. 

 Looking to the Future: More Public-
Private Partnerships 

  Mattingly:  What do you think the juve-
nile justice system will look like 20 years 
from now? 

  Butts:  I think in the future, just from 
economics alone, we will have a lot more 
public-private partnerships. The job 
of the government should be to sup-
port and manage contracts with private 
providers—not to deliver all services. Of 
course, there should also be really strict 
rules and regular monitoring of private 
programs. 

 The company called Rite of Passage is 
a good example of an excellent private 
provider. They have a residential campus 

outside of Denver that I’ve always been 
impressed with. They focus on social skills 
and normal development, and they have 
good teachers, all kinds of vocational 
options, arts, and sports activities. They 
compete with local high schools in sports 
and other things, and they actually won 
part of the statewide robotics competition 
recently. The whole campus feels safe, 
supportive, and healthy. Yet, they can serve 
300–400 kids at a time. The advocate com-
munity would shudder at the thought of a 
400-bed facility, but if I had a 15-year-old 
son who was in trouble right now, I would 
honestly feel safe sending him there. 

 It’s about quality, not sponsorship, and 
not bed size. In all program areas, we 
need to focus on quality. 

  Mattingly:  Thank you for your time and 
for sharing your insights.   

We can’t react as if every time a kid breaks the law it 
proves that the kid is somehow fundamentally broken.
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