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Chapter 5: Law enforcement and juvenile crime

The juvenile violent crime arrest rate increased from
1988 to 1994 but has declined since then

The juvenile violent crime arrest rate increased dramatically in the
late 1980’s and early 1990’s

■ After years of relative stability, the juvenile violent crime arrest rate began to
increase in the late 1980’s. After 1994, however, the rate declined; by 1997, it
had returned to a level near that of 1989.

As the juvenile Violent Crime Index arrest rate increased, so did the
juvenile proportions of arrests and crimes cleared

■ In 1997, 17% of persons entering the justice system via arrest for an alleged
violent crime were under age 18.

■ Clearance statistics show that, between 1980 and 1997, adults (persons age
18 and over) were responsible each year for between 86% and 91% of all
violent crime in the U.S.

Source: Authors’ analysis of arrest data from unpublished FBI reports for 1980 through
1994 and the FBI’s Crime in the United States reports for 1995, 1996, and 1997 and popu-
lation data from the Bureau of the Census for 1980 through 1989 from Current Population
Reports, P25–1095, and for 1990 through 1997 from Estimates of the population of States
by age, sex, race, and Hispanic origin: 1990–1997 [machine-readable data files].
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In 1989, the juvenile violent
crime arrest rate increased to a
level not seen in prior years

From the early 1970’s through 1988,
the number of juvenile arrests for
Violent Crime Index offenses (mur-
der and nonnegligent manslaughter,
forcible rape, robbery, and aggra-
vated assault) varied with the size
of the juvenile population; that is to
say, the arrest rate remained con-
stant. In 1989, however, the juvenile
violent crime arrest rate jumped to
its highest level since the 1960’s, the
earliest period for which compa-
rable data are available. The rate
continued to climb each year there-
after until it reached a peak in 1994.
In the 7-year period between 1988
and 1994, the rate surged 62%,
straining the resources of the juve-
nile justice system and causing
policymakers to ask what had
changed.

The rapid increase was followed by
a rapid decline. By 1997, the juve-
nile violent crime arrest rate was at
its lowest level in the 1990’s: just 7%
above the 1989 rate, but still 25%
above the 1988 rate.

The proportion of violent crimes
cleared by juvenile arrest shows
similar patterns

In 1980 and 1990, 11% of all violent
crimes cleared by law enforcement
were cleared by juvenile arrest. Be-
tween 1980 and 1990, this propor-
tion first declined and then in-
creased. The early 1990’s saw the
proportion grow to new levels,
reaching a peak of 14% in 1994. By
1997, the proportion had dropped
back to 12%: 1 in 8 violent crimes
cleared was cleared by a juvenile ar-
rest.


