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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY:

Nationwide efforts to reform the criminal justice system have highlighted the negative impact of pretrial 
detention among justice-involved adults. However, little is known about how this practice affects 
justice-involved juveniles despite one in four of them spending time in pretrial detention. In this brief, 
we offer new evidence on how juvenile detention centers impact later-in-life outcomes—including 
high school graduation and criminal recidivism—based on a novel dataset that links education, juvenile 
detention, and adult arrest records for individuals in Michigan between 2007 and 2020. 

This rich dataset allows us to match and compare justice-involved juveniles who were placed in pretrial 
detention with virtually identical individuals who were not placed. Our findings suggest that pretrial 
juvenile detention may have limited benefits and higher costs than previously known. We find that:

1. Black youth are disproportionately represented in juvenile detention centers.

2. Youth who were placed in pretrial juvenile detention centers were less likely to graduate high 
school and more likely to be arrested as adults. 

3. Detained youth were offered more school support services in the immediate aftermath of 
placement, but these services do not overcome detention’s disruption of schooling and the 
subsequent higher likelihoods of dropping out and re-offending later. 

4. There is limited evidence that juvenile detention meaningfully decreases the rate of court “no-
shows” or reduces criminal activity pretrial.

Since the costs of pretrial detention appear to overwhelm the potential benefits, our findings suggest 
that state juvenile justice systems should continue to explore alternatives to this practice—such as home 
detention or community supervision—to better support youth and improve their later-in-life outcomes. 
Additionally, greater efforts should be made to integrate juvenile justice data systems and link these 
data to education, health, criminal justice, and child welfare systems to improve policymaking and 
outcomes for Michigan youth.



Pretrial juvenile detention is a crucial phase early in the 
juvenile justice process. It is the point at which a court 
decides whether to confine a youth in a juvenile detention 
center (JDC) pending a court hearing, and it can have a 
critical and formative impact on young adults who have 
not been shown to be guilty. We know that the practice 
is widespread: one quarter of justice-involved youth are 
placed in JDCs prior to their court date for an average stay 
of 27 days.1  While proponents of this practice argue that 
detention decreases court date “no shows” and threats 
to public safety, critics contend that detention can lead to 
disengagement with school and foster further criminality by 
disrupting defendants’ education and community ties.

Debates over pretrial juvenile detention have become 
more widespread as the nation reconsiders criminal justice 
practices and their disproportionate impact on underserved 
communities. Tragic cases like Kalief Browder—who died of 
suicide in 2015 after being detained at Rikers Island pre-trial 
for three years as a teen—have received national attention, 
while recent high-quality studies have shown that pretial 
detention among adults has significant costs and limited 
benefits.2 However, few if any studies have examined 
pre-trial detention’s use or impact in juvenile justice. As 
more jurisdictions explore alternative arrangements for 
pretrial detention—such as home detention, supervised 
evening programs, shelters, and electronic monitoring—it is 
important to consider the impact for detained youth. 

INTRODUCTION
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This policy brief presents findings from a new study of 
how pretrial juvenile detention influences youths’ later-
in-life outcomes in the state of Michigan. By matching the 
universe of public school records to juvenile and adult justice 
records, we can identify highly similar youth who differ only 
on whether they were detained pretrial, and then compare 
their subsequent trajectories. Our findings offer high-quality 
evidence on the consequences of pretrial detention that can 
inform policymakers as they consider reforms to the juvenile 
justice system. 
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JUVENILE DETENTION 
IN MICHIGAN
In recent years, Michigan’s juvenile justice system has been 
under the microscope as persistent, system-wide challenges 
have resulted in one of the highest rates of detention for 
justice-involved youth nationwide. As detailed in a 2017 
ProPublica report, Michigan’s detained youth population 
had nearly twice the rate of noncriminal offenders within it 
as the national average. Among detained youth in Michigan, 
30% were held for noncriminal offenses like skipping 
school or not obeying their parents; among detained youth 
nationwide, the share held for such offenses was 17%.3  
State policymakers have sought to address juvenile justice 
reform with several recent policy changes, such as raising 
the age of when juveniles are adjudicated as adults and 
strengthening funding and support for services among out-
of-home placed youth.4 However, the widespread use of 
detention in the state remains an ongoing equity concern.  

In June 2021, Governor Gretchen Whitmer demonstrated 
the state’s commitment to reform with Executive Order 
2021-6, which created a bipartisan taskforce to make data-
driven recommendations to improve outcomes for justice-
involved youth.5 Among the taskforce’s priorities is reforming 
state juvenile justice processes to improve youth outcomes. 
To carry out the state’s mission, it is vital to understand 
policy consequences of pre-trial juvenile detention. Would 
justice-involved youth have been better off if they were 
detained at home or in alternate settings before trial? Our 
comparison of later-in-life outcomes for detained and 
non-detained youth provides critical evidence for Michigan 
policymakers to consider as they plot their path forward. 

DATA AND METHODS 
We limit our focus to 12 Michigan counties with sufficiently 
high-quality juvenile justice data to support the analysis.6   
We then identify a subset of these students who had at 
least one juvenile court petition between grades 7 and 
12 in the period between January 2008 and June 2019.7  
This sample includes 17,468 young people — 5,288 who 
experienced pretrial juvenile detention and 12,180 who 
were instead remanded to the custody of their parents or 
guardians. By linking this sample to administrative data from 
several state agencies, we are able to gather a rich set of 
information on each individual both prior to and following 
their experience with the juvenile court system. 

• From the Michigan Department of Education, we 
collect various measures of the student’s educational 
experiences prior to arrest, including enrollment, 
attendance, special services received, standardized 
test scores, disciplinary incidents and high school 
graduation.  

• From the State Court Administrative Office (SCAO) and 
the Michigan State Police (MSP), we link juvenile and 
adult arrest records, including the offense type and 
charge.  

• From the Michigan Department of Health and Human 
Services (MDHHS), we link information on child 
maltreatment allegations and foster care placements.

From a statistical perspective, the ideal approach to 
evaluating social programs is via a randomized controlled 
trial or RCT. In this scenario, the government agency, 
nonprofit organization or researcher would randomly assign 
eligible individuals to a treatment or a control group.  The 
treatment group is offered the new program whereas 
the control group receives the same services it had in the 
past, often referred to as the “business as usual” condition. 
Random assignment ensures that the treatment and control 
groups are identical in all respects, allowing a researcher to 
conclude that any differences in their outcomes must be due 
to the treatment provided to the one group. 



In our case, random assignment of pretrial detention 
is neither feasible nor ethical. Moreover, we know that 
placement in pretrial detention is not random. Judges and 
other court officials make determinations about detention 
based on their subjective judgement, taking into account a 
variety of factors such as testimonials from those involved 
with the offending incident and the youth’s prior involvement 
with the juvenile justice system.  

Instead, we utilize a statistical technique known broadly 
as matching. For each young person in our sample who 
spent time in a juvenile detention center (i.e., the “treatment 
group”), we identify one or more “matches” – that is, young 
people who closely resemble the treated youth, but did not 
spend time in pretrial detention.  Given the very rich set of 
data at our disposal, we are able to find virtually identical 
matches for all treated youth.

For each treated individual, we identify exact matches 
among other individuals who shared the same race, sex, 
grade, and school district and also had a juvenile petition—
i.e., meaning they were arrested without immediate 
diversion—that year but not detained pretrial. We then 
use the pretrial characteristics described above (education, 
juvenile justice, and child welfare measures) to calculate the 
similarity of individuals within each match group. This means 
that we end up comparing young people with virtually 
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identical histories of child maltreatment; foster care 
placement; and educational performance such as 
attendance, suspensions and test scores. Moreover, we 
take into account the nature of the juvenile offense(s) that 
put youth at risk of detention. For example, we would 
not compare a young person arrested for a serious felony 
who was placed in pretrial detention with a young person 
arrested for truancy or petty larceny who was remanded to 
the custody of their parents.8 

This allows us to confidently assess the impact of pretrial 
juvenile detention among justice-involved youth since 
our juveniles differ only in the fact that they experienced 
pretrial juvenile detention, and are “virtually identical” in 
all other ways. If detained youth fare worse in school or 
are more likely to be justice-involved as adults than non-
detained youth, we can attribute those worsened outcomes 
to pretrial juvenile detention and not to differences in their 
backgrounds or contexts.9

We study two primary outcomes chosen for their impact 
on long-term opportunities – whether the young person 
graduated high school by age 19 and whether the young 
person had been arrested as an adult by age 19. We also 
examine the effect of pretrial detention on a variety of 
other immediate outcomes that help us understand the 
mechanisms through which detention may operate. 

FINDINGS
Finding 1: Black youth are disproportionately represented 
in juvenile detention centers. 

We find disproportionately high rates of Black students in 
juvenile detention centers. While accounting for only 27% of 
the sample, Black students represented 57% of individuals 
ever enrolled in a JDC. Black males have a roughly 4% 
chance of placement versus 1% among White males, and 
Black females are more than three times as likely to be 
placed than White females (1.6% versus 0.5%). 

We also find disproportionate representation of students 
who were chronically absent (defined as having missed 
more than 10% of school days during the academic year), 
and those who were provided with an individualized 
education plan (IEP) for special needs during Grade 6.
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Finding 2: Youth detained pretrial were less likely to 
graduate high school and more likely to be arrested as 
adults. 

Our results show that youth detained pretrial graduate from 
high school at a rate of 18% compared to 26% for their 
non-detained matches in our sample. This means that JDC 
placement reduced the likelihood of graduating from high 
school by 31%. Among Black students, this negative impact 
was more pronounced as their likelihood of graduation was 
reduced by 8.8 percentage points, or 33%. 

We also find that juvenile detention increases the probability 

that a youth will be arrested as an adult by 9.4 percentage 
points, or 25%. Their likelihood of ever being convicted and 
incarcerated by age 19 increased by roughly the same rate. 

The severity of future criminality also increases: detained 
students are more likely to be arrested as adults for felonies 
than for misdemeanor offenses, and the increase is the 
largest for violent crimes. Among youth placed in detention 
for non-violent offenses, the effect on adult criminality was 
much larger (26% versus 19.5%) relative to youth detained 
for a violent offense. Together, these findings reveal that 
pretrial juvenile detention had a significant and negative 
effect on the later-in-life outcomes of youth in our sample.

Figure 2: Likelihood of Later-In-Life Outcomes by JDC Placement History
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Figure 1: Summary of Student Characteristics by JDC Placement History

              All Students            Ever JDC           Never JDC
Socio-Demographic Characteristics 
White Students    64%  38%  64%
Black Students    27%  57%  27%
Economically Disadvantaged  50%  85%  49%
Male     51%  71%  51%
Academic Outcomes in Grade 6
Chronically Absent   13%  43%  13%
Has IEP     15%  32%  14%
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Finding 3: School engagement among detained youth 
improved in the very short run, but improvements faded 
over time. 

While high school graduation rates decreased for those in 
pretrial detention, other indicators of school engagement 
actually increased in the first few years after placement. For 
example, students were roughly 25% less likely to drop out 
of school one year after placement and 17% less likely to 
be chronically absent compared to observationally similar 
students. They were also 15% more likely to be retained 
in grade in the year following JDC placement and 32% 
more likely to have an IEP, which requires them to receive 
special education services. Together, these results suggest 
that school officials may have focused more attention 
on students who were placed in a JDC and attempted to 
provide them with additional support services, relative to 
observably similar peers who were not placed in a JDC. 

Increases in support services do not appear to translate into 
better outcomes long-term, however. In the year following 
their original juvenile arrest, youth who were detained are 
more than twice as likely to be re-arrested as juveniles; by 
the fifth year post detention, they were 8% more likely to 
drop out of school. These results suggest that the initial 
supports provided to JDC students were not effective, or 
at least not sufficiently beneficial to overcome detention’s 
disruption to their lives and their schooling.

Finding 4: The benefits of pretrial juvenile detention are 
limited.

Some proponents of pretrial detention argue that the 
practice decreases “no shows” at court hearings and may 
prevent juveniles from committing crimes in the meantime. 
However, our findings suggest that these benefits are 
limited. While pretrial detention does decrease the 
likelihood of a youth missing their court hearing by around a 
third, the overall no-show rate is already very low and ticks 
down from 2.2% to 1.4%. Additionally, the median amount 
of time that detained youth in our sample spent in a JDC 
was only 15 days, much shorter than the typical 50-250 
days of pretrial detention in the adult system. Other studies 
have found similar rates of criminal activity in the pretrial 
periods for detained and non-detained adults. Though our 
data do not speak to pretrial criminal activity levels, such 
works provide little reason to believe that detention would 
decrease youth criminal activity during their much narrower 
pretrial window. 
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As states across the country reexamine their juvenile justice 
policies, and how they impact underserved communities in 
particular, it is vital to consider the effect of pretrial detention 
on youth outcomes. To begin, it is important to recognize 
that pretrial detention is quite distinct from post-trial 
incarceration. Pretrial detention aims to temporarily confine 
juveniles while they await their court hearing. Pretrial 
detention is much shorter than post-trial incarceration, and 
young people are presumed innocent unless/until they are 
found guilty in court. While rates of post-trial incarceration 
have dropped significantly among juveniles in the last two 
decades, there has not been a corresponding drop in the use 
of pretrial detention.10

Our findings suggest pretrial juvenile detention in Michigan 
has large, negative effects for young people. While 
detention appears to catalyze a short-term improvement 
in school engagement and support, in the longer-term it 
substantially reduces the likelihood that the affected youth 
graduate high school and increases their chance of being 
arrested as an adult by age 19. Though the question of 
whether or not to place juveniles in pretrial detention is 
complex, the evidence from our study should be factored 
into decisions made by policymakers in Michigan and 
nationwide who are reconsidering the practice’s continued 
use. Detention may be necessary in some circumstances, but 
it should be the exception rather than the norm. 

Based on our findings, we suggest the following 
recommendations:

1.   States should explore alternatives to pretrial juvenile 
detention, such as home detention or community 
supervision.

A number of jurisdictions in the United States—including 
Cook County, Illinois and Sacramento, California—have 
sought to reduce detention through programs such as the 
Annie E. Casey Foundation’s Juvenile Detention Alternative 
Initiative. Electronic monitoring, detaining within the home, 
supervised evening programs, or shelters can serve as 
detention center alternatives while juveniles await their 
court hearing. These approaches are still new and largely 
untested, but the significant costs of current practices 
suggest that alternatives should be explored. 

2.   Policymakers should standardize and strengthen 
juvenile justice data systems so that student experiences 
in pretrial detention can be monitored and linked to 
education, child welfare, and other public data systems.  

As noted above, Michigan’s juvenile justice data systems are 
severely limited in their ability to reflect information on the 
quantity, quality, or impact of services offered to students 
housed in juvenile detention centers. Collection of data on 
youth in these facilities should be expanded so that juvenile 
justice records can be linked with information from other 
public data systems. A more integrated system would allow 
practitioners to better manage their facilities by generating 
more insights into their youths based on their education, 
child welfare, and health records. It would also provide 
policymakers with more evidence of the impact of juvenile 
detention centers on youth outcomes.
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The University of Michigan Youth Policy Lab helps community and 
government agencies make better decisions by measuring what 
really works. We’re data experts who believe that government can 
and must do better for the people of Michigan. We’re also parents 
and community members who dream of a brighter future for all of our 
children. At the Youth Policy Lab, we’re working to make that dream 
a reality by strengthening programs that address some of our most 
pressing social challenges. 

We recognize that the wellbeing of youth is intricately linked to the 
wellbeing of families and communities, so we engage in work that 
impacts all age ranges. Using rigorous evaluation design and data 
analysis, we’re working closely with our partners to build a future 
where public investments are based on strong evidence, so all 
Michiganders have a pathway to prosperity.

Youth Policy Lab
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