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[1]

Establishing a Therapeutic Culture that Supports Behavior
Management
Setting Behavioral Expectations for Youth and Staff[1]

[2]

It is important to begin with a clear understanding of what is meant when talking about behavior
management, discipline, and punishment. Behavior management is the ongoing effort by facility staff to
implement strategies that elicit positive behavior from resident youth. Ensuring appropriate youth
behavior is a never-ending task that requires constant attention from staff; behavior management is not a
one-time response to a troubling incident. Seen in this light, it becomes clear that behavior management
is about more than the immediate response to aggressive or inappropriate behavior. It involves creating a
therapeutic culture within the facility that supports the development of positive relationships between
youth and staff, that ensures the safe and humane treatment of the youth, that provides youth with the
treatment and programs they need to learn problem-solving skills and overcome thinking errors and past
traumas, and that ensures a consistent and clear message about behavioral expectations for both youth
and staff. Moreover, the facility should be run in a way that undergirds, rather than undermines, this
positive culture—from ensuring a custodial environment that is safe and secure, to hiring appropriate
numbers of highly-trained staff, to having clear policies and procedures to be followed when that
negative behaviors occur.
The goal of a behavior management system is discipline, if discipline is understood to mean the
elicitation of desirable behavior that conforms to acceptable norms.
Too often, behavior management is confused with punishment or the sanctions that should apply
when a youth breaks the rules. To be clear, a behavior management system must include appropriate
consequences for negative behaviors. But the objective of these consequences should not be punishment,
but rather changing the youth’s behavior in the future. Punishment is simply a punitive response to
unwanted behavior; it alone does nothing to ensure that the misbehavior will not reoccur.
Expectations for positive behavior must be communicated to both youth and staff from the very
start of their engagement with the facility. Those expectations are conveyed in very subtle and not so
subtle ways. If youth are locked in run-down cages and yelled at by staff, they are clearly given a message
that we expect them to behave like animals. If, in contrast, they are given rooms in homelike settings and
are encouraged by supportive staff, they learn that they are expected to treat each other with respect.
The facility’s leadership should also clearly establish other expectations about appropriate behavior
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on the part of youth and staff in every communication and policy. A healthy environment is one where
no abuse of any kind can be tolerated, whether it involves physical assaults, sexual misconduct, or verbal
abuse. That rule applies to all interactions between staff and youth and among youth. Moreover, there
must be zero tolerance of any behavior that involves bullying, ridicule, or extortion. Youth must feel safe
in the custodial environment if they are to be able to work successfully on their therapeutic needs; any
sense that they are at risk of harm from other youth or staff will undermine their rehabilitative progress.
Gangs and gang behavior must not be allowed to fester in the custodial environment. Not only does gang
activity interfere with the therapeutic environment and put staff and youth at risk, it also creates barriers
to individual growth and positive interactions among peers.
In short, the culture of the custodial environment must be therapeutic rather than punitive. In a
comprehensive analysis of evidence-based juvenile justice programs conducted in 2010, Mark Lipsey and
his colleagues found that programs with a therapeutic philosophy are significantly more effective than
those with a control philosophy regarding outcomes for youth.[2] The researchers advised that
programs with a control approach to managing youth behavior should be avoided in favor of those
guided by a therapeutic approach.[3] Ensuring that the culture of the institution is consistent with this
therapeutic philosophy is thus critical from the standpoint of improving youth behavior and reducing
recidivism rates.
[3]

[4]

The Need for a Multi-Tiered Approach to Behavior Management
Violence and misbehavior in youth confinement facilities are symptoms of a systemic failure to
address the skill deficits of incarcerated youth.[4] These deficits can reduce a youth's ability to address
problems in a calm and reasoned fashion, provoking impulsive responses to stressful situations and
emotional or violent reactions to perceived disrespect or danger.[5] Because incarcerated youth arrive at
secure facilities with a multitude of skill deficits, staff need to shift away from traditional punitive
approaches to managing this population. Those punitive approaches and use of increased disciplinary
sanctions can simply mask the aggressive behaviors of youth rather than teach them skills that can
prevent such behavior in the future. The far better approach is to use a range of strategies for preventing,
intervening, and responding to misbehavior that elicit desired behaviors, promote long-lasting behavioral
change in youth, and lead to a systematic reduction in violence and misbehavior.[6]
[5]

[6]

[7]

Research has shown the value of using a multi-tiered framework modeled upon Positive Behavioral
Interventions and Supports (PBIS), an incentive-based behavior modification system that teaches and
strengthens appropriate behaviors and reduces challenging behaviors.[7] The model is designed to
prevent the development of new problem behaviors, the triggering of occurrences of problem behaviors,
and the exacerbation of existing problem behaviors. While PBIS is typically applied to classroom settings,
research supports its effectiveness with students of all ages and in all types of settings, including in secure
juvenile facilities.[8]
[8]

[9]

It is important to understand the logic and structure of the PBIS multi-tiered approach to behavior
management, as illustrated in Figure 1. The primary tier provides preventive strategies and behavioral
support for all youth across all settings within the institution. According to Brenda Scheuermann, 80% to
90% of all youth in school settings respond successfully to a positive, proactive environment that
emphasizes teaching students how to behave and ensuring that attention is paid to appropriate behaviors
rather than simply punishing inappropriate behavior.[9] The secondary tier provides more intensive
behavioral supports and interventions for those students whose behaviors are not responsive to primarytier strategies. Another 10% to 15% of youth tend to need these structured and individualized
interventions.[10] Finally, the tertiary tier provides highly individualized and even more intensive
behavioral supports for students whose behaviors are not responsive to primary or secondary tier
interventions. One to five percent of all youth will likely need these intensive services.[11] Youth move
in and out of these tiers as their behavior changes, so that youth who were responsive at the secondary
[10]

[11]

[12]
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tier can move back to the primary tier, removing secondary tier interventions from their behavior
management plan.
This framework is especially helpful for juvenile confinement staff, because it shows the importance
of across-the-board approaches that, when applied to an entire institution, help prevent behavioral
problems in individual youth. Preventing misbehavior is the best way to manage it, and intervening early
with minor misbehavior helps keep problems from escalating or becoming chronic.
To achieve and maintain the positive culture described above—and to encourage the safest
environment possible for both youth and staff—the multi-tiered approach to behavior management
should incorporate best practices in a number of different areas, including the following:
Staff training and the building of positive staff–youth relationships.
Staffing practices.
Physical environment.
Small group processes.
Classification.
Structured daily schedules.
Youth empowerment and outlets for complaints.
Therapeutic interventions.
Strength-based rewards and consequences.
Discipline and graduated sanctions.
Separation and disciplinary confinement of youth.
Long-term behavioral management units.
Crisis management—de-escalation, use of force, and restraints.
When implemented comprehensively, improvements in each of these areas consistently lead to a
reduction in violence and misbehavior and create a culture of behavior management within a
confinement setting. The rest of this chapter describes in detail the best practices that together comprise
an effective behavior management system and shows how they fall within this multi-tiered structure,
which incorporates elements of prevention, intervention, and disciplinary responses, as well as
appropriate ways to handle situations that call for crisis management.

Figure 1
Effective Behavior Management System
Multi-Tiered Structure
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Figure 1 illustrates the behavior management model using a pyramid divided into three tiers of
behavioral supports and interventions, with the primary tier at the bottom. The primary tier applies to all
youth; the secondary tier applies to some youth; and the tertiary tier applies to a few youth.
Best Practices in the Multi-Tiered Model of Behavior Management

Preventive Elements of the Primary Tier
The primary tier of an effective behavior management system is focused on prevention of
misbehavior through system-wide strategies applicable to all youth in the facility, rather than an approach
that targets an individual resident. Those proven, across-the-board prevention strategies include: effective
staff training on relationship-building, appropriate staffing levels, environmental factors, the use of small
groups within the facility, classification, gang management, highly structured daily schedules, and youth
empowerment. Most of these operational issues are addressed in more detail elsewhere in this Guide, but
are discussed here from the standpoint of how they support an effective behavior management system.
Staff Training and the Building of Positive Staff–Youth Relationships
Staff training is arguably the best avenue to preventing misbehavior in juvenile facilities, and the
single most important contributor to the quality of youth confinement services.[12] David Roush and
Michael McMillen highlight the links between inadequate staff training and serious problems like youth
suicide and youth-on-youth violence.[13] Yet agencies often limit the time and resources devoted to
staff training, citing scarce funding and scheduling difficulties. This is surely a mistake. Juvenile detention
and corrections staff consistently rank additional training as their highest need.[14] New staff should
receive as many hours of training as possible, and ongoing in-service training should be required for
experienced staff. (See Ch. 4: Developing and Maintaining a Professional Workforce)
[13]

[14]

[15]

[16]

The content of the training curriculum is even more important than the number of hours staff spend
being trained. Training on certain subjects is essential from the standpoint of improving facility safety.
Roush recommends training youth facility staff in all of the following subjects:
Job skills (security procedures, supervision of youth, report writing, key control).
Suicide prevention (signs of suicide risk, precautions).
Emergency procedures (fire procedures, use of force regulations and tactics).
Relationship building (communication skills, social and cultural lifestyles of youth, adolescent growth
and development).
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Youth rules and regulations.
Youth rights and responsibilities.
Of these, training in relationship building may be the most important when it comes to preventing
misbehavior and maximizing safety in a juvenile facility.
Relationships between youth and staff are considered the primary way in which the behavior of
youth is managed; therefore, it is critical for staff to receive training to improve those relationships.[15]
Positive relationships are built on a foundation of trust. That trust is developed through active listening,
honesty in all interactions, respectful communication, fair and thoughtful responses to the youth’s
actions, and concern for the youth’s well-being as demonstrated by caring behavior, encouragement,
protection of the youth, and the teaching of problem-solving skills. Staff should always strive to practice
these kinds of positive interactions with youth in the facility. Teens are highly capable of seeing through
superficial or non-genuine interactions, and inconsistent responses on the part of staff are certain to lead
to a lack of trust. Many youth have complicated family and educational histories that already lead them to
mistrust adults. Many of them lack positive, caring relationships with adults and have little reason to
behave well for those they do not trust. But, where there is a trusting, caring, mutual relationship with an
adult, the youth want to succeed and control their behaviors to please that individual.
[17]

Through their interactions with residents, confinement staff have the potential to model positive
behavior, respectful communication, and strategies for resolving problems or sources of stress. Social
learning theory tells us that the behavior of residents in institutional settings is the product of staff
interactions, and that everything a staff member does is an interaction and a teaching opportunity.[16]
Indeed, one study found that a quarter of the behavioral change observed in youth can be directly
attributed to the nature of the relationship formed between the client and the treatment provider.[17]
Even the emotions and behaviors of the staff tend to be replicated by the youth who observe them.
Through their own behavior, staff can model self-management and reflective action, or they can teach
aggression, sarcasm, argumentation, and loss of control. Thus, the ways in which staff talk to youth and
respond to negative behaviors are critical elements of preventive behavior management, and the training
curriculum must teach staff how to communicate and respond in a positive manner.
[18]

[19]

Youth that exhibit aggressive behaviors are those most in need of supportive relationships with staff.
Yet, they often receive the least programming and fewest opportunities to develop positive adult
relationships, because staff typically move into a punishment mode in response to these youth. It is far
more effective for staff to shift their approach to one that emphasizes redirection of the negative
conduct.
Around the country, juvenile confinement agencies have developed policies and practices to
encourage positive staff interactions with youth and to teach staff how they can play a critical role in
redirecting negative behaviors on the part of residents through these relationships. At Long Creek Youth
Development Center in South Portland, Maine, for example, staff members are required to provide a
minimum of ten positive statements to residents each day that reinforce desired behaviors and redirect
negative ones.[18] Line staff members are informed of the behaviors that youth learn in specialized
programming and are directed to emphasize these behaviors. In this way, line staff are able to build on
the foundation laid by treatment staff: both groups are able to help residents cultivate alternative coping
strategies when aggressive feelings arise.[19] Although treatment staff specialize in skill training, line
staff can provide practical application of these skills.[20] Conversely, line staff can help identify the
type, severity, and frequency of a youth’s misbehavior, so that the treatment team can tailor plans to meet
the youth’s needs.[21]
[20]

[21]

[22]

[23]

Similarly, Mark Steward has coined a phrase—“eyes on, ears on, hearts on”—to describe the level of
supervision and interaction with youth that all staff should maintain while on duty.[22] This approach is
informed by the notion that, when youth know staff members are there to help them and not hurt them,
[24]
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a change in behavior is more likely to occur.
Not only do positive relationships help prevent violence and other forms of misbehavior by
providing youth with skills and a reason to exercise self-control, these relationships also provide a
foundation that allows staff to intervene when aggressive conduct escalates. Line staff that already have a
positive relationship with youth can more effectively use verbal skills to de-escalate a confrontation
involving that child. Indeed, it is difficult for staff to defuse a situation without having an existing trusting
and positive relationship.
Training in relationship building should cover effective use of authority, expressions of disapproval
that redirect a youth’s behavior, and appropriate ways to reinforce problem-solving skills in youth.[23]
Staff members who understand how their job influences relationships with youth are most successful at
preventing misbehavior among youth. For example, such training might help staff understand that youth
want to feel in control and might refuse to respond to a directive if the youth feels it is just another order
from an authority figure. Staff members who understand the reason for noncompliance are more likely to
effectively promote positive responses.[24]
[25]

[26]

Staff must learn about adolescent development and the myriad factors that influence youth behavior.
They need to understand that youth misbehavior is primarily a product of a still developing brain, poor
impulse control, peer pressure, lack of appreciation of consequences, and lack of practice with effective
problem-solving skills. They need to appreciate the degree to which mental illness, trauma, substance
abuse, and the disruption of a youth’s family life can lead to outbursts and other negative behaviors. And
they need to know that youth are still works in progress. The children in their care are highly capable of
change, and their characters are still forming. (See Ch. 6: Adolescent Development)
[27]

Staff should also be trained in diversity awareness. Staff members and youth offenders often come
from different cultures. This difference can result in cultural misunderstandings whereby staff or youth
perceive disrespect or inappropriate behavior where none is intended, in turn leading to conflicts between
staff and youth. To prevent such conflict, staff training should highlight the differences in culture,
socialization, and race that can affect staff members’ ability to relate to youth and to respond to crisis
situations.[25] Staff training should help staff members become aware of their own biases and gain an
accurate working knowledge about the various cultures of the facility’s residents.[26]
[28]

[29]

Staff training must also include information about mental health issues, given that the majority of
youth involved with the juvenile justice system have special mental health needs. In fact, studies estimate
that anywhere between 65% and 70% of youth offenders have at least one diagnosable mental health
disorder.[27] Lisa Boesky notes that certain supervision and management strategies are more effective
with mentally ill youth.[28] Also, when a crisis situation occurs, staff that do not understand the youth’s
mental illness may unintentionally escalate the situation.[29] Finally, staff may inadvertently reward
angry outbursts or violence if they have not learned how to reinforce pro-social ways of coping.[30]
(See Ch. 11: Mental Health)
[30]

[31]

[32]

[33]

[34]

The best mental health training makes clinical material understandable, is tailored to staff members’
specific job duties, provides realistic management and supervision recommendations, and includes reallife case examples.[31] Administrators might find it beneficial to send entire staff teams to the same
outside mental health training, so the entire team is exposed to the same information. Juvenile facility
staff teams frequently report that, after they work together to learn about mental health issues, they
experience decreased episodes of self-injury and aggression or violence among confined youth.[32]
[35]

[36]

Later sections of this chapter will provide further detail on how staff training on crisis-level incidents,
use of verbal techniques to de-escalate a tense situation, and avoiding the use of punitive strategies such
as physical force, use of mechanical and physical restraints, and seclusion of youth in response to serious
misbehavior.
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Staff Ratios, Turnover, and Deployment[33]

[37]

Though staff training is critical, staffing practices such as staff-to-youth ratios, turnover, and
deployment also directly impact staff members’ ability to monitor youth, provide for youth safety, and
allow for quality interactions and support.[34] These activities, in turn, affect the likelihood of youth
misbehavior, as well as the level and number of violent incidents in a facility. Appropriate staffing
practices are key to ensuring a safe environment for all youth and staff members and to promoting
positive behavior among youth.
[38]

The higher the staff-to-youth ratio (meaning, the more staff present for each youth in the facility),
the more that staff interactions will help prevent behavior problems in secure facilities by allowing staff
additional opportunity to work with youth and help staff identify and resolve problems before violence
escalates.[35] High staff-to-youth ratios allow youth to feel safe, making them less likely to act out.[36]
[39]

[40]

Roush and McMillen suggest an overall minimum staff-to-youth ratio of one staff person to every 8
to 10 youth; but, ideally, one staff person should directly supervise only about 6 to 10 youth at a time.[37]
These ratios are so widely considered an effective measure for reducing violence in secure facilities that
the Department of Justice (DOJ) included them in newly issued regulations for enforcing the Prison
Rape Elimination Act (PREA). The PREA Standards, designed in part to prevent youth-on-youth sexual
violence, mandate that, by October 2017, juvenile facilities maintain staff-to-youth ratios of 1 to 8 during
waking hours and 1 to 16 during sleeping hours.[38] These ratios include security or direct-care staff
only.[39] Sheila Mitchell believes that high staff-to-resident ratios are so important in preventing
violence that her agency increased the number of staff to 1 staff member per 6 youth during the day and
1 staff member per 10 to 15 youth at night. Dr. Nelson Griffis believes the ratios should be even lower
for violent or sex offenders. He recommends a 1 to 5 staff-to-youth ratio for this population. (See Ch. 8:
Management and Facility Administration
and Ch. 17: Quality Assurance: Prison Rape Elimination Act)
[41]

[42]

[43]

[44]

[45]

Beyond the importance of maintaining appropriate staff-to-youth ratios, avoiding staff turnover is a
critical factor in promoting safe custodial environments. High rates of staff turnover can destabilize a
facility, contributing to the risk of youth misbehavior and violence. Confinement facilities that experience
frequent staff turnover have consistently high numbers of new, inexperienced staff members who are less
familiar with the individual youth, security procedures, and crisis de-escalation techniques; these staff are
less effective in managing the youth and preventing violence.[40] New staff members often do not have
meaningful relationships with the youth, which may contribute to the youths’ willingness to act out, test
limits, and assault the staff members.
[46]

Staff should be deployed in a way that allows them to maintain a high degree of supervision in
housing and activity spaces, because these are the areas where violence among youth most commonly
occurs.[41] Research on Texas’s juvenile correctional facilities found that major rule violations
overwhelmingly occurred in the housing areas.[42] Staff should always be present to supervise youth
circulation between physically controlled zones, to supervise youth in their housing areas, and be
strategically deployed to supervise any areas where camera angles, corners, or building layouts might allow
youth to hide or engage in negative behaviors. Youth should not be able to conceal themselves in
unsupervised rooms or corners.
[47]

[48]

Roush and McMillen also recommend that staff supervisors remain highly visible; youth are less
likely to engage in negative behaviors if they know they are being monitored at all times.[43] Youth
should know that, even during periods of low staffing, remote audio and visual monitoring systems are
supplementing direct supervision.[44]
[49]

[50]

Staff seniority should also be taken into account in determining how, where, and when staff will be
deployed. Contrary to frequent practice, the most inexperienced staff should not be assigned to what is
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determined to be the most dangerous shift. Many staff members dislike working the second shift and
seek to avoid it, but this is when youth have the most downtime, and the risk of behavior problems
increases. Youth often take advantage of inexperienced staff. Thus, wise administrators should seek to
assign their most effective and experienced staff members to this shift to assist in behavior management
efforts. Similarly, more experienced staff should work with special populations, including the mentally ill.
This is a challenging assignment, and inexperienced staff members typically do not have the training or
skills to help manage behavioral problems that arise with these populations.
The age and gender of staff members also matters when it comes to deployment. Older juvenile
corrections staff should be assigned to work with older youth (17 and older), and managers should aim
for at least a three- to five-year age difference between those doing the supervision and those being
supervised. To the extent possible, female staff should be assigned to work with girls; this can help
reduce the impact of trauma on the part of those youth who have been abused in the past.
Physical Environment and Security Measures
The physical structure and environment of youth confinement facilities have a tremendous impact on
the likelihood of violence within that facility. The size and design of the spaces where youth are confined
can impact the behavior of youth.[45] Proper design of a facility can help prevent violence across all
youth populations, and should be considered a critical element of the behavior management plan of a
youth confinement facility. Also, appropriate use of technology can help promote safer interactions
among youth and serve as a deterrent to youth misbehavior.
[51]

The juvenile justice field widely recognizes the superiority of small, community-based juvenile
corrections facilities over larger, conventional training schools.[46] There are two ways in which smaller
secure juvenile facilities prevent the development of aggressive behaviors.
[52]

First, smaller facilities create an environment more hospitable to treatment. This is important because
a severely institutional, restrictive juvenile facility may cause youth to attempt to exert control through
aggressive, confrontational behaviors that endanger staff or other youth.[47]
[53]

Roush and McMillen recommend facilities with physical settings that project an image of positive
expectations for youth.[48] Specifically, they suggest natural lighting and physical access to outdoor
spaces to reduce the impression of confinement as well as carpeting, furnishings, and other spatial
configurations designed to reduce noise and create the perception of a calm and controlled setting.[49]
Will Harrell, also emphasizes the importance of youth access to outside recreation, green spaces, and
natural sunlight. He notes that such environmental factors help prevent a youth from becoming
institutionalized, which is linked to violent behavior.
[54]

[55]

Similarly, according to Mark Steward, small facilities are easier to design with homelike features that
reflect this type of therapeutic community. For example, Hogan Street Youth Facility in Missouri is the
highest security level facility in the state, and yet it looks no different than the state’s other group home
settings because it, too, is designed to resemble a home.[50] Dorm rooms at this facility contain
comfortable wooden beds and colorful comforters. Walls are decorated with pictures, murals, and craft
projects from treatment group sessions. Day rooms have couches, coffee tables, plants, and wooden
furniture, resembling the comfort of a home living room. This stands in stark contrast to the typical
corrections-based dayroom of white walls and hard, plastic, bus station seating that reflect a more
restrictive living environment.[51] Missouri’s use of small, non-restrictive facilities has been successful
by many measures. Notably, the frequency of violent incidents and the need for restraints or seclusion
remains extremely low, compared to juvenile correctional facilities in other states, and, there have been
no suicides during the 25 years since large training schools were eliminated from the Missouri system.[52]
[56]

[57]

[58]
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The second way in which smaller secure juvenile facilities prevent the development of aggressive
behaviors among youth is that smaller facilities are typically incorporated into a regionalized plan for
locating these facilities close to the communities of incarcerated youth. Keeping a youth close to home is
important, because families play a critical role in supporting changes in a youth’s behavior, and family
members can visit more often if they live close by. With the encouragement of staff at the facility, these
interactions can lead to positive behavior in youth and long-term, healthy family relationships. (See Ch.
10: Effective Programs and Services)
[59]

For example, the Missouri Department of Youth Services is able to engage the families of confined
youth because of its localized regionalization plan for facilities, which allows most youth to stay close to
home, in facilities of no more than 50 youth; the secure care facilities hold just 30 to 36 youth.[53]
Since closing its large training schools and shifting to this regionalized model, Missouri has experienced
an enormous reduction in violence within its juvenile facilities, according to Mark Steward. (See Ch. 3:
Physical Plant Design and Operations)
[60]

[61]

Other juvenile justice systems are beginning to follow suit.[54] North Carolina shifted to housing
no more than 25 youth in its facilities, and since restructuring its system, the state’s juvenile justice agency
has experienced a very substantial reduction in rule violations and violent incidents, as well as a 73%
decrease in re-arrest rates.[55] Louisiana’s Office of Youth Detention is implementing a five-year
strategic plan of localized facilities based on the Missouri Model.[56] The state is working to move
youth out of large, distant, state institutions with a correctional custodial feel and to instead situate them
in homelike settings, with a therapeutic, youth-centered environment. One count found that more than
52 youth correctional facilities have been closed in at least 18 states since 2007, and many others have
downsized by closing parts of large institutions.[57]
[62]

[63]

[64]

[65]

Paul DeMuro contends that juvenile confinement facilities should be small enough that the facility
administrator “can know the life story of every kid in them.”[58] But not all experts agree that facilities
need to be smaller than 50 beds to be effective at reducing youth violence. Nelson Griffis contends that
facilities with 80 beds or fewer can also accomplish this goal with greater economies of scale, assuming
they are well-designed and focus on treatment goals.
[66]

It is important to remember that deinstitutionalization, though important, can be destabilizing.
Downsizing the number of youth in facilities often requires merging youth from different facilities into
new environments. This can lead to culture clashes between youth who are not yet fully equipped with
the skills needed to manage this type of change. At the same time, staff members are also forced to
transition to different facilities. This can also be destabilizing, because staff are challenged by a learning
curve as they enter a new environment at a time in which consistency is most crucial. This instability can
lead to increased levels of youth misbehavior.
In short, research and experience strongly suggest a correlation between the size and design of
facilities and the level of misbehavior on the part of residents. Keeping facilities small and more homelike
can help prevent behavior problems, and help support the therapeutic mission of the facility.
Although the overall size of facilities is very important, so too is the size of the sleeping units.
Research has shown that the vast majority of violent incidents occur in dormitory settings, especially
those with 11 or more residents in one large sleeping space.[59] David Roush recommends eliminating
congregate sleeping arrangements in juvenile detention facilities to reduce youth violence,[60] a view
shared by Griffis, who believes that single-occupancy rooms are essential in juvenile custodial settings.
This position is also reflected in the American Correctional Association’s standards for juvenile
confinement facilities.[61] Will Harrell highlights the special importance of using single-occupancy
rooms in reception centers and diagnostic units, where staff have much less information about the
youth’s behavior or vulnerabilities at that point, and because the stage of the process is so traumatic for
the youth in ways that may cause them to act out.
[67]

[68]

[69]
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Even when single-occupancy sleeping rooms are used, it is important that these rooms are not overly
institutional or restrictive, or else youth may try to exert control by acting out.[62] The restrictiveness
of sleeping rooms can be reduced by, for example, including carpeted floors to reduce noise or windows
or lighting that reduce the sense of physical confinement.[63] Single-occupancy rooms must be used in
a manner that promotes privacy without becoming a form of isolation or excessive confinement.
Allowing youth to decorate their rooms with pictures of family members or craft projects completed in
therapeutic treatment groups creates a personalized space for youth that encourages positive behavior.
Structured this way, single-occupancy rooms can provide a retreat at the onset of negative feelings.
However, when youth retreat to their rooms, staff should keep the doors to the room unlocked so that
youth do not associate the space with punishment.
[70]

[71]

Not all agencies rely on single-occupancy rooms to manage youth behavior. Because of the risk that
single-occupancy rooms may promote restrictive living environments, Missouri uses dormitory settings,
which provide a shared space so youth learn to live in community with one another.[64] While
Missouri’s experience in this regard is clearly successful, most youth corrections experts tend to see
Missouri’s housing arrangement as an anomaly and believe that the single-room design is a critical part of
an agency’s behavior management system.
[72]

It is also important that administrators and staff not overlook the importance of following basic
security measures; the security of facility features such as doors, windows, and cameras can affect the
staff’s ability to manage youth and can deter youth misbehavior. For example, security breaches often
occur when staff members accidentally leave windows or doors unlocked. To minimize security risks,
staff should physically check that each door and window is secure each time they walk by.
Surveillance cameras can be especially helpful in supplementing direct supervision of youth by staff.
[65] But, unless they are properly deployed and monitored, cameras can also lull staff and
administrators into a false sense of security.[66] Administrators need to ensure that there are no blind
spots or areas without camera visibility in the facility, because these locations tend to be prime spots for
violent incidents or illegal activity.[67] If there are unavoidable blind spots, staff should take additional
security precautions in these areas. (See Ch. 16: Behavior Observation, Recording, and Report Writing)
[73]

[74]

[75]

[76]

In short, facility design, facility size, and staff attention to basic security measures can have a
profound impact on youth misbehavior, and it is critical that staff pay attention to such issues as a key
preventive strategy in behavior management.
Small Group Processes
Research shows that youth are better behaved when they participate in small group activities that
allow for positive interactions with their peers. In custodial settings, regardless of the size of the facility,
youth should be placed into small, family-like groups of no more than 12 youth, and members of these
small groups should participate together in every aspect of daily life together during their incarceration.
Structured grouping of youth within facilities helps promote behavior management in two ways. First, the
cohesiveness of a group is essential to achieve treatment gains and is an important condition for a change
in behavior.[68] In every Missouri facility, for example, youth are placed in small groups that participate
together in all education, treatment, meals, recreation, and free time.[69] Throughout their stays in
Missouri’s youth institutions, youth are challenged in these groups to discuss their feelings, gain insights
into their behaviors, and build their capacity to express their thoughts and emotions clearly, calmly, and
respectfully—even when they are upset or angry.[70] The consistency of the group does not allow
young people to hide or withdraw, and when aggressive feelings arise, a youth’s peers challenge them to
confront those feelings in meaningful and productive ways.[71] Based on a similar premise, the Texas
juvenile system offers the Capital and Serious Violent Offenders Program, a highly successful and
intensive therapeutic program that relies on group support to encourage changes in behavior.[72]
[77]

[78]

[79]

[80]

[81]
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The small group structure uses the concept of peer pressure in a positive way by encouraging youth
to reinforce the skills learned in therapeutic programming that youth attend together. In small, family-like
groups, youth come to recognize each other’s triggers for aggression, which can prevent violence.
A number of agencies, including the Missouri Department of Youth Services, the District of
Columbia Department of Youth Rehabilitation Services, and the Santa Clara County (California)
Probation Department, have found that using small group structures has led to a significant reduction in
youth violence and gang activity.[73]
[82]

The second way the internal structure of small groups helps promote safety is by maintaining
appropriate staff-to-youth ratios. Roush and McMillen suggest that each housing unit should support no
more than 8 to 12 residents, because this is the most a single staff person can manage effectively and with
a high level of safety. Youth may be separated into even smaller housing groups for programming
purposes or for certain categories of youth.[74] Furthermore, it is harder for staff to provide immediate
support to individual youth when they are arranged in large groups, and it is more difficult to move large
groups from place to place for various program activities.[75] To address this problem, Missouri
conducts treatment and education programs in cottages or dormitory settings.[76]
[83]

[84]

[85]

Missouri’s DYS assigns a single case manager to oversee each youth from the time of commitment
through release and into aftercare, and it provides youth with extensive supervision and support
throughout the critical reentry period.[77] This means there is always a case manager watching what the
youth is doing while providing positive encouragement, which serves as a deterrence to misbehavior.
[86]

Juvenile detention and corrections administrators should strive to implement opportunities to group
youth into small teams, as this is an effective behavior management practice.
Classification Systems
A solid classification system is a key part of any facility’s behavior management plan. Classification
systems are the principal tool youth confinement facility administrators have for allocating program
resources and for minimizing the potential for escape and violence.[78] Classification systems are
commonly considered “the brain” of correctional management, because it allows individuals to be
categorized by individual risk to commit violence and their vulnerability to violence. By classifying youth
according to risk level, administrators can make appropriate decisions regarding staffing, bed space.[79]
[87]

[88]

Classification systems are based on the theory that individuals in custody have varying levels of
vulnerability and aggressiveness, which can be measured by objective, validated techniques. The
classification status determines housing, programming, and recreation within the facility. The staff
assigned in each area must be fully aware of the types of youth under their care and be trained in
management techniques appropriate for dealing with that group.[80]
[89]

Effective classification requires the continual updating and retrieval of information about a youth,
especially following any behavioral incidents. This allows management to reevaluate and update a youth’s
status if classification needs change. Accurate and reliable data should provide management staff with an
improved ability to identify potential safety risks.
The PREA Standards offer useful guidance on the appropriate placement of youth in housing units.
[81] The goals of PREA are to reduce sexual violence in correctional facilities, and PREA Standards
outline best practices for identifying potential victims or perpetrators of violence during the intake
process. PREA Standards require that, at a minimum, staff should attempt to ascertain information
about:
[90]

1. Prior sexual victimization or abusiveness.
http://www.desktopguide.info/?q=print/21

11/49

2/11/2015

Ch.14 Behavior Management

2. Any gender nonconforming appearance or identification as lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, or
intersex, and whether the resident may therefore by vulnerable to abuse.
3. Current charges and offense history.
4. Age.
5. Level of emotional and cognitive development.
6. Physical size and stature.
7. Mental illness or mental disabilities.
8. Intellectual or developmental disabilities.
9. Physical disabilities.
10. The resident’s own perception of vulnerability.
11. Any other specific information about individual residents that may indicate heightened needs for
supervision, additional safety precautions, or separation from certain other residents.[82]
[91]

To meet PREA Standards, the information gathered should be the basis for housing decisions. This
information also should be used for purposes of education, programming, and work assignments to keep
youth safe throughout the day.[83]
[92]

Although jurisdictions vary in the factors considered during classification and assessment, a national
survey by the National Institute of Corrections found that most adult correctional systems screen for
some basic inmate characteristics including membership in a gang or security threat group, escape risk,
violent behavior, and suicide risk.[84] Similar characteristics should be taken into account during the
classification process for youth. (See Ch. 19: Challenging and Vulnerable Populations)
[93]

[94]

An effective classification system will go a long way toward helping maintain safety in the facility.
However, administrators should be wary of the risks that come from having a limited number of secure
facilities in which to place a youth. As many states embark on the depopulation and closing of state-run
secure institutions, they have limited options for where to initially place a youth to best meet his or her
needs and on where to move the youth should his or her behavior warrant a transfer to another campus
or another security level. Ideally, there should be a range of available facilities to maximize the ability of
the classification system to address a particular youth’s needs and behaviors. This is particularly true now
that secure facilities tend to hold a higher concentration of youth who have a history of violence or
serious emotional or mental health needs. In such settings, classification systems and accurate data on
each youth may become even more important for the overall safety of the facility. Understanding the risk
factors specific to these groups and making housing and programmatic decisions based on classification
will ensure the youth are housed according to their security needs. As noted earlier, having a larger
number of smaller facilities is an approach that allows both for depopulation of state-secure facilities and
housing youth safely in these facilities using an effective classification plan.
Gang Management
The presence of gangs in a facility can have a tremendous impact on youth safety and the potential
for violent behavior, and can encourage disregard for facility rules.[85] Gangs contribute to poor staff–
youth relationships and the likelihood that staff will turn to control methods rather than the therapeutic
approaches shown to be most successful.[86] Gangs are highly prevalent in certain juvenile
confinement facilities, and in one 1998 study, one-third of youth in custody claimed a gang affiliation.[87]
Thus, an important preventive element of the multi-tiered behavioral management system is having an
effective gang management plan. (See Ch. 6: Adolescent Development, Ch. 17: Quality Assurance,
and Ch. 19: Challenging and Vulnerable Populations)
[95]

[96]

[97]

[27]

[98]

[94]

The root factors leading youth to gang membership are well documented; they include a need for
identity, a sense of belonging, protection, feelings of self worth, and money.[88] Staff members can
identify gang members—or youth at risk for becoming gang members—knowing these risk factors.
Regardless of whether youth are already affiliated with a gang, classification systems can be used to group
[99]
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youth in a way that discourages the reliance on gangs and continued gang activity. By organizing youth in
small groups in much the same way that a gang or fraternity uses grouping techniques, youth feel a sense
of belonging, and facility leaders and staff can turn that into a very positive mechanism for reducing gang
violence.
For instance, Santa Clara County’s Juvenile Probation Department reduced Hispanic gang activity in
its detention facility by 78% by placing youth of opposing gangs in the same group to force them to learn
to live in close quarters together. Similarly, the Missouri Division of Youth Services integrates gang
members from rival gangs in the same small groups. By setting very clear expectations about zero
tolerance for misbehavior and continued gang activity, and by providing extensive therapeutic
programming to help these youth control their anger and foster healthy relationships, the staff have
managed to maintain a safe environment.[89] The approach also appears to have long-lasting effects, as
Missouri’s recidivism rate for gang members was reported as below 10%.[90]
[100]

[101]

Mark Steward indicates that small groups provide youth with a sense of belonging and leadership that
gangs also provide.[91] When youth are new to the group, they immediately find their place within the
group’s hierarchy and realize that the opportunity to move into leadership positions within the group
provides the incentive for doing well in the program. There is pride in being the leader of this type of
group and, as a result, youth tend to avoid aggression or behaviors that elicit aggression, such as gang
rivalry. Steward has found that the small group process reduces the likelihood of assaultive behavior
among youth by a factor of four.[92]
[102]

[103]

Interestingly, staff at the Tarrant County (Texas) juvenile detention facility use a classification
approach to gang management that is opposite the one described above. Whereas the Santa Clara County
facility and the Missouri Division of Youth Services both place youth from opposing gangs into the same
small groups, Tarrant County puts opposing gang members on what they call DNA (do not associate)
status. A youth who associates with those on the restricted list is cited for severe misconduct. Staff
members reinforce this classification system by taking preventive steps to ensure the youths’ separation.
Steward cautions that staff-to-youth ratios and positive staff–youth relationships are important in
employing both the gang management strategy used in Tarrant County and the opposite strategy used in
Santa Clara County’s facility and the Missouri Division of Youth Services. Staff should ensure gang
members are not participating in gang-related activity. However, Steward maintains that, in the long run,
youth will benefit from small groups with opposing gang members, because they will learn to live in
community with one another. Separating opposing gang members from one another can actually
perpetuate hostilities along gang membership lines.
Although there are competing approaches to managing gang activities in juvenile facilities, a failure to
address the gang problem with proactive strategies can contribute to the staff’s inability to manage the
behavior of youth in custody.
Structured Daily Schedules
Many experts believe that a key to preventing violence and managing youth behavior in juvenile
secure facilities is daily programming and activities that engage youth at all times of the day. Most
violence occurs when youth are idle, as many line staff can testify from experience.[93] Kelly Dedel
notes that the value of keeping youth busy with meaningful activities is that they give less thought to
harming themselves, others, the building and equipment, and more thought to the skills and insights they
are learning through their programs and positive relationships. Furthermore, David Roush points out that
programming and activities offer the structure, organization, and predictability that are important in
reducing situations of conflict and stress for both youth and staff, preventing the need for subsequent
physical interventions.
[104]
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Education is the primary vehicle for a structured schedule for incarcerated youth, even for those who
are confined in disciplinary settings. It may also be the single most important programming that
institutions can provide, because so many youth in institutions are behind in their studies or have
dropped out of school.[94] (See Ch. 13: Education)
[105]

[106]

Beyond education, staff members need to provide other forms of structured programs or activities
that keep all youth busy and safe from harm. Will Harrell notes that the federal court in Ohio issued a
consent order stipulating that structured programming must be provided to incarcerated youth in
disciplinary confinement.[95] The order defines structured programming as “adequate, structured
Rehabilitative Services, including an appropriate mix of physical, recreational, or leisure activities, during
non-school hours and days…at each facility from the end of the school day until youth go to bed, and on
weekends.”[96]
[107]

[108]

After-school hours and weekends present particular challenges when it comes to keeping
incarcerated youth engaged in activities. Therefore, staff members should be creative in finding activities
for youth, for example, scheduling routine and specialized cleaning of the facility during those times. This
behavior management strategy requires that staff engage with youth in a positive manner throughout
their shift.[97] Consistent and continued staff involvement—and minimal down time—will help
prevent aggressive behavior, as the Missouri juvenile agency has found.
[109]

Recreation is another important activity that provides youth access to fresh air and exercise, which
are useful for preventing misbehavior. Youth should have access to fresh air for at least one hour every
day, and they need to have large-muscle exercise as a part of their daily routine, for normal health and
development and for relieving tension and frustration that otherwise might result in aggressive behavior.
According to Orlando Martinez, other activities that staff members can provide include vocational
training; religious or other spiritual opportunities; individual and family counseling; medical, dental,
mental health services; and substance abuse treatment, AIDS counseling, and sex offender treatment.
However, David Roush points out that staff should take caution in transitioning youth from activity to
activity, when there is a greater likelihood of instability. Staff should also ensure routine daily activities so
that youth know what to expect during the day; routine helps to prevent physical altercations.
Programming tailored to meet each youth’s needs, should be considered a fundamental part of the
primary (preventive) tier in a behavior management plan at any facility. (See Ch. 10: Effective Programs
and Services)
[59]

Youth Empowerment and Outlets for Complaints
Youth misbehavior is often the youth’s response to a perceived lack of control and autonomy in a
tightly regulated environment.[98] Youth often feel that they have no effective outlets to express their
grievances against facility policies or certain staff members. Meaningful opportunities for youth to
advocate for themselves help staff to learn from the youth and adjust facility practices in ways that better
meet their needs and help manage youth behavioral. Youth dissatisfaction can be channeled into a prosocial vehicle that emphasizes effective communication strategies, acceptable advocacy tools, and
fundamental fairness. This is consistent with the positive youth development model that uses a strengthbased approach.[99] Also, numerous studies about therapeutic correctional communities emphasize the
value of empowering individuals in confinement in ways consistent with the therapeutic and security
missions of the agency.[100]
[110]

[111]

[112]

Will Harrell strongly recommends creating Youth Councils, in which youth are selected to represent
their peers in bringing concerns about facility conditions or practices to administrative attention and
advocating for systemic changes. This respectful approach to communication about concerns becomes a
model for all the youth about how to seek redress, and it creates real leadership opportunities for youth
as an alternative to gang leadership. For this approach to work as a behavior management tool, however,
http://www.desktopguide.info/?q=print/21

14/49

2/11/2015

Ch.14 Behavior Management

staff must be willing to listen openly to the concerns raised by the residents, and make reasonable
changes that do not compromise the safety or mission of the agency. Participation on Youth Councils
should be limited to youth who have reached a designated level of achievement within the facility and
whose behavior fits with this privilege.
Closely related to the notion of youth empowerment is the importance of establishing a wellfunctioning grievance system in every confinement facility—youth and adult. Like all people, youth want
to feel capable of expressing their concerns, to be heard, and to feel that they have some ability to affect
their environment and what happens to them. They have an acute sense of fundamental fairness, and
when legitimate complaints are ignored or are not remedied sufficiently, they harbor resentments that are
often released as misbehavior. Confinement facility administrators should ensure that their grievance
system is easily accessible to youth, that youth know their rights, that there are clear procedures for
receiving, investigating, and responding to complaints, and that the agency’s responses are truly
responsive rather than dismissive. A well-designed grievance system can be an extremely effective outlet
for redirecting a youth’s anger and demonstrates that concerns can be resolved in a peaceful manner,
making this strategy an important preventive tool on the first tier of a behavior management system.[101]
[113]

Intervention Elements of the Secondary Tier
The secondary tier of the three-tiered behavior management system provides interventions for
students who do not respond well to the preventive approaches on the primary tier. Research on the use
of PBIS in the classroom suggests that approximately 5% to 15% of youth will need these more
individualized interventions to address their rule-breaking and violent behaviors.[102] While most
youth in the facility should be receiving specialized treatment or programming, these secondary-tier
interventions are intensified to prevent negative behaviors.
[114]

Of particular importance at this stage is helping youth manage their anger, teaching them appropriate
responses to peers and authority figures, and identifying any potential mental health issues. Although
consequences for misbehaving youth are important, it is also critical to understand why misconduct is
occurring and how to prevent it with effective therapeutic strategies. Youth must be given the
opportunity to practice positive behaviors and decrease negative behaviors.
The secondary tier of the behavioral management system, then, has two critical elements: intensified
therapeutic interventions based on cognitive-behavioral methods, and a strength-based system of rewards
and consequences that emphasizes positive reinforcement.
Therapeutic Interventions
Youth arrive at secure juvenile facilities with a myriad of challenges, but none are as prevalent or
present as great a risk for aggressive behavior as cognitive skill deficits.[103] Of all therapeutic
interventions, the most effective are those that specifically target the cognitive deficits that lead to violent
behavior. Nelson Griffis asserts that a good treatment program changes the thinking patterns of the
youth through cognitive restructuring and that this impacts behavior more than a behavior modification
system, though both elements are necessary. These cognitive interventions teach youth to monitor their
thought patterns in situations that would otherwise lead to antisocial behavior and violence. On average,
evidence-based cognitive-behavioral programs reduce recidivism by 25% to 30%.[104] (See Ch. 10: Effective
[115]

[116]

Programs and Services)

[59]

It is important that staff rely upon evidence-based programs that focus on cognitive-behavioral
interventions to help youth identify and change their dysfunctional thinking patterns and behaviors.
Examples of effective programs grounded in cognitive-behavioral therapy include Family Functional
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Therapy (FFT), Multi-Systemic Therapy (MST), and Aggression Replacement Training (ART).[105]

[117]

In a multi-tiered behavior management system, cognitive-based therapeutic interventions should be
provided to all youth to prevent violence from occurring, but should also be intensified as needed as a
mechanism for individual interventions when misbehavior occurs. Kelly Dedel notes that the therapeutic
interventions must be individualized and tailored to the unique needs of each youth.
Behavior Modification through Strength-Based Rewards and Consequences
An effective facility-wide behavior management plan has clearly established rules, as well as a
mechanism for applying meaningful rewards and consequences designed to increase desirable behaviors
and to diminish negative behaviors. This is a form of behavior modification, and the theory holds that if
good behavior is not consistently recognized and rewarded, then unwanted behavior is simultaneously
encouraged. Reinforcement comes from following desirable behavior immediately with an outcome
perceived as a reward in direct response to that behavior, so that the behavior is encouraged in the future.
This strategy teaches the youth self-regulation, and is based on Social Learning Theory.[106]
Reinforcement can either be positive (a tangible benefit that the recipient desires), or negative (the
removal of an ongoing but temporary negative condition). Parents and animal specialists use these
techniques widely; they have obvious application in the confinement setting as well. The key point is that
a consistent response to youth behavior encourages positive behavior and discourages negative behavior,
which is critical to the overall success of a behavior management system.
[118]

Rewards (or “reinforcers”) can take many forms: they can be material in nature (food, clothes, or
toys); they can involve activities (sports or movies); they can be social rewards that make a person feel
valued (verbal praise, public recognition ceremonies, attention, or helpful feedback); or they can rely on
tokens (a points-based system in which the recipient gets to choose the form of the reward).[107]
[119]

Although staff should apply rules consistently to all youth in the facility, each youth should have an
individualized behavior management plan that identifies and documents the specific behaviors that are
targeted for change so that staff members understand where to direct their reinforcement efforts. The
plan should also identify strength-based rewards and disciplinary consequences specifically applicable to
that youth. The individual youth must perceive the rewards and consequences as desirable or undesirable.
Not all people will respond the same way to the same benefit or loss of benefit. For this reason, Griffis
recommends use of a token system, so that the youth can use accumulated points for positive behavior to
choose a reward to his or her personal liking.
To provide a practical example of a strength-based incentive, if a youth is motivated by recreational
activities, that youth should have increased opportunities to participate in sports or an extra hour of
recreation time for appropriate behaviors or for using a new behavioral skill he or she has learned. Other
effective incentives could be movie nights, pizza parties, dinner with the Superintendent, or extra time in
the game room. Rewards based on the strengths or desires of the individual youth helps motivate the
youth to behave well.
As with rewards, the most effective consequences in a behavior management system are defined by
the individual youth’s strengths and motivations and should be determined by his or her behavior plan at
intake. Orlando Martinez believes that defining the consequences in this way ensures that the disciplinary
measures are meaningful to the individual youth. Consequences should involve a loss of privileges that
are uniquely applied to an individual youth based on his or her strengths or interests. For example, an
effective disciplinary technique for a sports-oriented youth may mean not allowing the youth to play
basketball with friends.
According to Martinez, the consequences provided in a rewards-based behavior management system
help deter negative behaviors, such as aggression and violence. Consequences have to be meaningful, but
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that does not mean they need to be punitive. Rewards systems must include things that can be taken away
from the youth so that they feel the consequence of their negative behavior by either not receiving the
reward or having the reward taken away. Privileges that can be taken away to produce a change in
behavior include extra phone calls or visitation, though it is important to note that denying a minimum of
these could violate the youth’s constitutional rights.
According to Kelly Dedel, the most effective rewards systems are based on the give and take of a
certain number of points for every observed behavior. Youth acquire points for displaying a good or
acceptable behavior and points are simply not given when there is negative behavior. Points can be
calculated over a week or points can be totaled for the day, but incentives and consequences must happen
immediately and in a meaningful way. Waiting to apply disciplinary measures even a few hours after the
incident will not be as impactful as immediate consequences for undesired behaviors.[108] Swift and
certain rewards and consequences help youth understand the impact of their behavior. Similarly, youth
are more likely to repeat and adopt pro-social behaviors—as opposed to antisocial or aggressive
behaviors—when those behaviors and attitudes are recognized, acknowledged, and affirmed in an
immediate and meaningful way.[109]
[120]

[121]

In addition to being strength-based and immediate, disciplinary measures ought to match the severity
of the misconduct.[110] Minor violations should typically result in the misbehaving youth not
accumulating points towards a desired reward, whereas more serious violations could receive more
serious and direct consequences, such short timeouts. However, timeouts should occur in the open,
where youth are not locked behind a cell door and where staff and peers remain visible. Overly harsh
responses, such as the lengthening of a youth’s sentence, are counterproductive, because such responses
are not cognitive-based—they do not address the feelings or thinking errors that led to the misconduct,
and thus the behavior could easily reoccur.[111]
[122]

[123]

Finally, a key to the success of any consequence that is imposed for misconduct is that the youth
must be able to earn back the removed privilege by demonstrating positive behaviors. The consequence
must have the potential to be a negative reinforcer—the removal of this negative condition in response
to desirable behavior acts as a motivating reward, and encourages the youth to continue to act in positive
ways that are consistent with the behavior management plan.
For most youth, then, the intensification of treatment programming and cognitive-based skills
training—combined with an effective strength-based system of rewards and consequences—is enough to
redirect their behavior in ways that support a therapeutic, non-punitive culture in the facility.

Intensive Intervention Elements of the Tertiary Tier
The premise of the multi-tiered behavior management model is that most youth exhibit appropriate
behaviors when exposed to the across-the-board preventive measures described earlier. A small
proportion of youth—about 10% to 15%—need some additional interventions and supports to adjust
their behaviors,[112] And only a very small number of youth—estimated by experts at about 1% to 5%
—are so challenging or violent that they require the most intensive and individualized level of
interventions available.[113] This most intense form of intervention is the tertiary tier of the behavior
management model.
[124]

[125]

Most youth that need this third level of support receive intensified versions of the therapeutic
interventions of the secondary tier. However, the disciplinary consequences associated with third-level of
misconduct also need to be enhanced, and the facility may need to implement operational changes to
address the misbehavior and keep other youth safe. These disciplinary consequences and operational
approaches must reinforce a culture of nonviolence and must continue to offer the opportunity for youth
to practice positive behaviors. The discussion here will focus on these disciplinary and operational
approaches, differentiating those that have been shown to be effective from those that have been found
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to be counter-productive in addressing youth violence.
Discipline and Graduated Sanctions
Effective discipline in a juvenile facility requires a continuum of responses to misbehavior, also called
“graduated sanctions.” These graduated sanctions should incorporate appropriate, proportionate, and
immediate consequences for serious misbehaviors while still providing youth a space in which they can
practice positive behaviors. At the low end of the continuum, responses to minor misbehavior—such as
failure to make the bed or follow staff directions—should include lower-level consequences or removal
of privileges for the youth. At the upper end of the spectrum, there should be more significant responses
to and consequences for aggressive or violent behavior.[114]
[126]

Whatever the response, it should be applied immediately. The longer the time between the youth’s
actions and the resulting sanction, the less the two events will be linked in the youth’s mind. Some
particularly serious misconduct may warrant a response that requires a due process hearing, which should
occur as soon as possible and within any required timeframe. That due process hearing should be much
more than a pro forma event: the youth must feel like he has a meaningful chance to be heard and to share
his version of the incident. Will Harrell notes that perceived fairness goes a long way towards helping the
youth appreciate the consequences of his or her actions, whereas a sense of injustice can simply reinforce
the youth’s hostility.
Even more critical is the need to ensure that the sanctions do not end up reinforcing the negative
behavior by being overly punitive or devoid of an educational component. According to Andrea
Weisman, graduated sanctions are most effective when additional programming is applied at every level,
so that youth can learn more appropriate skills for managing aggressive behaviors. Youth who rely on
aggression to solve problems need to learn more appropriate problem-solving skills and also need the
space to practice those skills. This requires continued interaction with staff and peers even after engaging
in an aggressive encounter with other youth. Thus, isolating the youth in a highly restrictive setting
without access to programming tends to be counterproductive in reducing behavioral problems. Similarly,
punitive measures such as adding time on a youth’s sentence provide no opportunity for the youth to
learn or practice new skills and should therefore be discouraged, notes Will Harrell.
The most aggressive and violent youth can be removed from the general population as a safety
measure, but the goal remains to teach them how to behave appropriately and to conform to facility rules
rather than to punish them. Natural consequences, such as being unable to participate in a dormitory’s
activities as a result of misbehavior on the dorm, sends a much more meaningful message to the youth
than does the imposition of a punitive sanction.
The use of restorative justice measures such as talking circles (also known as group conferencing) can
also be helpful in the context of graduated responses to misbehavior.[115] In a small group, youth can
discuss how an act of aggression affected everyone as well as interfered with their group dynamic. Often,
group members build up resentment towards the misbehaving youth without any opportunity to express
those emotions. Knowing how one’s actions affected the community can be a deterrent to further
misbehavior. Missouri’s juvenile institutions routinely address youth misbehavior through small group
discussions,[116] and Ohio’s juvenile facilities are considering implementation of this approach,
according to Will Harrell.
[127]

[128]

It is also important to remember that most serious misconduct does not arise in a vacuum, but
follows numerous lower-level incidents of nonconformity with the rules. If minor misbehavior is ignored
or if the consequences imposed are meaningless to the youth, it is likely that the misbehavior will escalate.
Thus, the need for immediate responses and interventions that teach positive behaviors is essential at the
earliest signs of noncompliance with facility rules. The question should not be, “What do we do with a
youth who is seriously aggressive?” but “What have we done (or not done) before now that allowed the
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youth’s behavior to escalate to this point?” Having an effective system of graduated responses is key to
effective behavior management.
Separation of Youth and Disciplinary Confinement
An effective system of graduated sanctions may require the separation of an aggressive youth from
the general population when he or she fails to respond to initial or subsequent interventions following
violent incidents. These sanctions may range from an immediate separation of aggressive youth, to
disciplinary confinement, to longer-term separation and placement in special housing units.
Most physically aggressive conflicts start small and simply require an immediate separation of the
youth.[117] At this point in the conflict, the use of cool-off rooms or temporarily placing youth in their
rooms may be a sufficient intervening response, requiring no additional discipline.[118] The length of
time youth spend in room restriction should be based on the youth’s behavior. Staff should guard against
the risk that cool-off rooms easily become used in a punitive way by prolonging the time apart from
peers. Once calm and ready to talk about feelings, the youth should be released from his room and
provided the space to talk about his aggression. For example, the Gardner-Betts juvenile detention facility
in Travis County, Texas, uses a cool-off room for youth who start to exhibit aggressive behavior.
According to the detention center’s lead psychologist, the cool-off room is used to prevent youth’s
behavior from escalating and is used for only a short period of time.
[129]

[130]

The very short-term use of room confinement for cooling off purposes is often appropriate at the
start of a violent incident or in its immediate aftermath, but should not be confused with disciplinary
confinement or punitive seclusion. Disciplinary confinement of a youth in his or her room is often used
as a formal sanction for misbehavior, but its use must be carefully monitored and should be limited to no
more than a few days at most. Some experts contend that youth should never be placed in a restricted
room for 24 hours or more as a punishment method.[119] This approach should never be used with
youth who suffer from mental illness, who should be placed in a treatment-oriented environment.
[131]

Juvenile corrections expert Paul DeMuro highlights the fact that the New Orleans juvenile detention
facility sets a maximum of 8 hours that a youth can spend in disciplinary isolation, while the Mississippi
youthful offender unit ensures that youth on disciplinary status are out of their cells receiving
programming for 4 out of every 24 hours.[120] Both of those limits arose out of consent decrees
following federal lawsuits, but administrators in both facilities have recognized the benefits of this
approach.
[132]

Although isolation can provide a relief for staff who often need a break from aggressive youth, it may
also be emotionally damaging to youth who already have experienced much trauma in their lives.[121]
There is a great deal of research finding that placement in corrections-style isolation settings can further
traumatize the youth and can lead to mental health problems and suicidal behavior.[122] A national
study found that over half the youth who committed suicide while in secure confinement were in
disciplinary lockdown situations when they died.[123] The courts and the federal government are
starting to take notice of these concerns about the solitary confinement of youth. In 2013, a federal court
in New Jersey approved a settlement of a civil rights case dealing with disciplinary seclusion of youth with
mental health issues due to the harmful effects of such placements, awarding $400,000 to the youth.[124]
And the U.S. Department of Justice has recognized that “isolation of children is dangerous and
inconsistent with best practices and that excessive isolation can constitute cruel and unusual
punishment.”[125]
[133]

[134]

[135]

[136]

[137]

Not only is seclusion of youth in tightly restricted settings, without access to programming,
potentially harmful, it is also counterproductive when it comes to stopping misconduct. The approach is
ineffective at identifying the underlying causes of the youth’s misconduct, and the setting offers no
opportunities for the youth to learn to improve his or her behavior or to practice new problem-solving
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skills. Thus, use of punitive seclusion as a consequence cannot serve as a reinforcement mechanism for
positive behavior as described above. Studies have repeatedly shown that youths’ behavior gets worse
when they are locked up in punitive settings.[126] For example, one study found that the practice in
Texas juvenile corrections facilities of referring misbehaving youth to security units (essentially, shortterm disciplinary cells) following an incident actually correlated with an increase in misconduct.[127]
Youth in that study were found to be referred to the security units an average of 48 times, with 93 youth
referred over 300 times during their confinement in state custody.[128] Clearly, referral to this punitive
setting did nothing to stem the likelihood of further serious rule violations.
[138]

[139]

[140]

In another study, Human Rights Watch reported on the widespread use of seclusion to manage the
behavior of incarcerated youth. The report found that the longer teenagers were kept in isolation, the less
they participated in activities and programs.[129] Not surprisingly, with less to do in those settings, the
youth got into more trouble.[130] As noted earlier, one of the essential elements of the primary tier of
the effective behavior management system is ensuring that youth have a full day with structured activities
and programs. Removing opportunities for programming and increasing idleness as a sanction tends to
have the opposite effect of leading to misconduct and deprives youth of the benefits of programs
designed to help prevent such misbehavior.
[141]

[142]

Undoubtedly, staff rely on punitive isolation as a way to interrupt or punish misbehavior, but
evidence shows it is not an effective behavior management tool. Contrary to common assumptions,
youth do not tend to view placement in these settings as a deterrent to breaking major rules, and
placement in these restrictive settings can increase misbehavior. In short, punitive seclusion of youth is
counterproductive as a behavior management tool in the juvenile confinement setting and its use should
be firmly discouraged by child-serving agencies. The research provides strong evidence that there is a
need for non-punitive interventions if the goal is to effectively manage youth behavior.
To guard against the risk that separation of youth from their peers may amount to punitive seclusion,
a number of entities have established strict time limits and other restrictions on the use of disciplinary
room confinement.
The Juvenile Detention Alternatives Initiative (JDAI) opposes the use of room confinement for
discipline, punishment, or convenience, among other purposes.[131]
The American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry (AACAP) has a policy statement
opposing any use of solitary confinement and calling for a mental health evaluation of any child who
is confined in a disciplinary setting for more than 24 hours.[132]
Standards developed by the Institute for Judicial Administration and the American Bar Association
(IJA-ABA) state that best practices for juvenile facilities should include limiting isolation to eight
hours and prohibiting room confinement for suicide risk, as well as limiting disciplinary confinement
to five days for minor infractions and ten days for major infractions.[133]
The ABA Task Force on Youth in the Adult Criminal Justice System recommended that room
confinement for any purpose, even in adult facilities, should never exceed ten days.[134]
[143]

[144]

[145]

[146]

However, even if agencies adhere to these time limits, there is nevertheless a substantial risk that
referrals of youth to disciplinary settings can be overused and may still have deleterious effects. The far
better approach is to ensure that separation of youth from peers is minimized, that it be a last resort to
allow for relief of immediate tensions or to stabilize an emergency situation, that these youth continue to
have access to programming and services, and that the youth can earn their way out of these conditions
by displaying appropriate behavior. In lieu of any form of disciplinary confinement, staff should intensify
behavioral interventions targeting the needs of a particular youth.
Behavior Management Units
Longer-term management of violent youth may require ongoing separation of these teens from their
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peers in the facility through use of special housing units. The risk of these units, however, is that they
may become forms of punitive segregation rather than a therapeutic housing placement designed for safe
operation of the facility. For example, the Ohio Department of Youth Services operates a Special
Management Unit (SMU) in its secure juvenile facilities for sanctioning youth who engage in violent
behaviors. When originally created, the SMU was intended to be an extension of a cool-off room, using
an entire wing of cells for youth who needed temporary separation from the general population.
However, over time, the unit came to operate more as a punitive segregation unit, similar to those
commonly seen in adult prisons; this practice led to oversight by the federal court.
Under the guidance of a court monitor, Ohio reworked its SMU based on the best practices of
various juvenile systems around the country related to managing the behavior of the most violent and
disruptive youth in secure custody.[135] Now, the SMU, operating under a 2012 Consent Decree, must
provide structured programming even to youth in closed-cell environments. This structured
programming must be designed so that it modifies behaviors, provides rehabilitation, addresses general
health and mental health needs, and is coordinated with a youth’s individual behavioral and treatment
plans. Finally, youth may not be confined in locked cells during waking hours, and placement in the SMU
must follow an adequate disciplinary hearing.[136]
[147]

[148]

Specialty units should be created to house and treat youth with acute mental health issues who
present behavioral problems. These youth may need to be removed from the general population, but also
need to have their mental health issues addressed directly.
In short, youth removed from the general population and placed in special housing units to better
manage their behavior should spend most of their day engaged in activities or treatment rather than in
seclusion. This prevents the unit from deteriorating into a lockdown setting in which youth spend
significant lengths of time locked in their rooms. Even if these are considered units for longer-term
separation of youth, there should be a clear plan and path for the youth to be returned to the general
population. Administrators should have a clear vision and purpose for the SMUs, which should be a
vehicle for delivering more intensive programs and interventions. Staff should be adequate in number
and qualified to deal with this challenging population.
To the extent that behavior management units—or any other kind of housing unit that separates
troublesome youth from their peers on a long-term basis—become punitive in nature, they do not have
positive outcomes, and youth commonly exhibit more aggressive behavior under these conditions. A
report about youth violence in the Texas juvenile justice system found high rates of violence and
misbehavior in a unit specifically designed to separate assaultive youth and keep them housed under
highly restrictive conditions on a long-term basis.[137] Thus, agencies should take special care in
designing and operating their behavior management units so as to support rather than undermine an
effective behavior management plan for the facility.
[149]

Crisis Management
Comprehensive implementation of the three tiers of the behavior management system should lead to
a significant reduction in aggressive incidents that require immediate staff involvement. But in rare
instances, crises arise that require staff to take immediate control of a situation to avoid a significant risk
of harm to youth or staff. Proper use of crisis management techniques should support the therapeutic
culture of the confinement facility and the overall behavior management system by defusing dangerous
situations and protecting youth safety.

Verbal De-escalation
Amanda Yurick has found that verbal techniques are important tools for use in the early stages of
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violent episodes. Counter-intuitively, though, verbal tools should not be used to intervene once violence
has occurred, because such comments may inadvertently cause an escalation in aggressive behavior. The
timing of the use of these techniques is important and should be clearly defined for staff during training
sessions.
Yurick emphasizes that staff must continue to maintain positive interactions even as they intervene in
a confrontation between youth. Often, well-intentioned staff may respond to misbehavior with phrases
such as “calm down” or “be patient” or by using gentle reminders for youth to use breathing techniques
they were taught in anger management. However, when youth are showing signs of aggression, these
verbal commands tend to heighten the aggression. The better strategy is for staff to reflect the emotions
of what the youth is communicating by first validating the youths’ emotions with phrases such as, “yeah,
you’re right, that is terrible,” and then investigating the source of the incident with phrases such as, “tell
me what he did.” Responses need to be authentic and not contrived, which requires extensive training.
Throughout any incident, staff need to remain in control of their emotions, and must see their
objectives as to neutralize risks and redirect youth behavior. Any resort to punitive responses will
undermine the positive relationships they have worked so hard to build up. A staff member’s calm yet
firm approach can still be perceived as positive on the part of youth and will help teach them how to
manage their own behavior.

The Use of Force Continuum
“Use of force” is a catch-all phrase that encompasses the use of hands-on physical force against a
youth, the use of mechanical restraints (ranging from handcuffs and shackles to fixed restraints and
restraint chairs), and the use of chemical weapons (such as pepper spray). Although not all uses of force
are inappropriate, the concern is with incidents in which force is excessive or used unnecessarily.
Use of force and restraints should never be seen as disciplinary measures in and of themselves; their
purpose is not to punish a misbehaving youth but rather to get a situation under control to prevent
further harm. Every agency should have clear policies and procedures that dictate how to manage crises
safely and appropriately. Punitive use of these control measures should be clearly prohibited.
Improperly used for punitive purposes, crisis management techniques such as use of force and
restraints can promote a culture of fear and violence that is directly opposed to the therapeutic
environment that research shows works best to control youth behavior. In large part, this is because
aversive control procedures have a highly detrimental impact on the quality of positive staff–youth
relationships. In addition, such punitive approaches can make youth more aggressive, can traumatize
them, and can cause injuries to both youth and staff.
Research has shown that the use of force and restraints is most prevalent in facilities that suffer from
adverse conditions such as understaffing and overcrowding, as well as high levels of suicidal behaviors,
assaultive behaviors, and injuries among both staff and youth.[138] Tension and fear appear to run
high among youth and staff in these facilities.[139] The correlation between use of force and adverse
conditions suggests that use of punitive measures cannot overcome the need for administrators to
address fundamental operational problems within a facility. Indeed, the more substantial the operational
challenges, the more damaging is the behavior of youth. There is a vicious cycle that serves to reinforce a
punitive—and ultimately ineffective and unsafe—culture within the juvenile facility. By paying attention
to physical conditions and staffing practices, the agency can likely reduce its need for reliance on punitive
control measures. Well run facilities that have appropriate levels of highly trained staff, that assess the
needs of youth and provide the necessary interventions and treatment programs for them, and that
emphasize supportive and positive relationships between staff and youth, have reduced needs for handson force, use of restraints, and placement of youth in isolation settings.
[150]

[151]
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Each agency should have clear, written policies establishing the circumstances under which force
may be used with a youth and the procedures to be followed when force is used. These policies should
indicate the kinds of force that are allowable or prohibited, specify the type of misbehavior that might
justify each level of force, establish time limits on the use of force, and clarify other limitations. The
policies should create a continuum that sets forth a hierarchy of interventions from least to most
intrusive for responding to youth who are misbehaving, and require the use of the least restrictive
measure necessary to control behavior. The policies should address matters such as the need for
involvement of medical or mental health staff, the need for ongoing monitoring of youth in restraints, the
documentation of any use of force or restraint incident, the administrative approval process prior to
application of force or restraints, and the debriefing of the youth and staff following any incident
involving force or restraint.[140]
[152]

Staff must be intensively trained on these policies, because the tense situations that sometimes arise
in youth custodial settings can escalate quickly into hands-on confrontations, which can lead to injuries
for youth and staff and liability for the agency. Staff should be trained to recognize individual triggers that
can lead to negative behaviors, as well as the strategies they can employ to head off behavioral crises—
measures such as physical and verbal de-escalation techniques, moving the youth to a less stressful
setting, the involvement of staff with mental health expertise, and the involvement of the youth’s family
members.[141] Specially trained crisis intervention teams can be brought in to work with youth who
present particular challenges, such as those with mental health issues.
[153]

Hands-on Force: When and How Much?
Some experts believe that a force continuum requires staff to work their way through each option
before moving on to a higher level of force, others contend that the continuum simply provides a range
of allowable options from which staff must determine what is a proportionate response to a given form
of misbehavior. Steve Martin, believes that the best approach is for the policies to establish the
relationship between the threat offered by a youth and the level of response to that threat.[142] The
goal is to avoid all unnecessary or excessive use of force, because such force violates constitutional
mandates. Proportionality is the key concept: for example, staff should never seek to “take down” a
youth by physical force unless that youth is actively violent (and not necessarily even then). Physical force
should be exceptionally rare in youth settings, employed only when there is an imminent and immediate
threat of bodily injury to a person, including to the youth. All use of force policies should clarify that,
regardless of the level of force applied, no use of force may last any longer than the time needed to
control the immediate threat of aggression.
[154]

Situations in which there is not active violence, but a youth simply refuses to comply with an order or
is passively resisting do not constitute an immediate necessity of force; policy should clarify this. As
previously mentioned, staff must be trained to respond to these situations through tactical measures that
emphasize de-escalation of the situation to neutralize any potential threat. The continuum of force must
offer options for staff—including separation of the youth from peers, verbal de-escalation, or the
involvement of mental health staff—that do not involve hands-on measures or use of mechanical or
chemical restraints. Staff should use the least intrusive strategy possible to alter the dangerous behavior.
Use of physical force or mechanical or chemical restraints should never be used as a form of “pain
compliance” to get youth to follow the rules.
Steve Martin notes that the situations that lead to use of force are generally predictable in
confinement settings. The facility’s policies should spell out each of these situations—including extreme
situations such as group disturbances and violent behavior—and provide clear guidance to staff as to
how to handle these scenarios, emphasizing proportionate responses and an assessment of the
enforcement necessity of a force response.[143] Clear policies that reduce opportunities for
confrontation between staff and youth result in fewer injuries to both groups. Martin believes that the
[155]
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level of control to be exercised in a given situation should be “driven by two directly observable factors:
1) what harm immediately ensues if the staff member elects to delay force; and, 2) if the staff member
elects to delay, is there time and distance reasonably available to delay force without causing harm?”[144]
These two factors help assess the necessity of the force response and drive home the point that not
every threat is of such immediacy that it justifies a force response.
[156]

Martin also stresses the importance of having clear policies that dictate how to manage use of force
incidents. When use of force is imminent and a team of staff is involved, he recommends that one
individual be designated as a detached manager who stays in command of the incident as an observer.
This person can provide an overview of what’s happening, direct the involved staff members to reduce
pressure on or avoid twisting a part of a youth’s body, and tell the staff when to end the incident because
the threat is neutralized. This technique reduces the risk of asphyxia and bodily injuries, and allows
incidents to get under control quickly.
Preventing unnecessary use of force is also critical. The emotional instability of many youth can lead
to unpredictable reactions and failure to comply with staff orders. In the absence of clear policies and
staff who are well trained to handle these situations, confrontations develop quickly and often lead to
unnecessary and excessive use of force. Martin describes situations in which a youth starts acting out in
front of his peers and the staff encircle the youth like a caged animal, ordering him to change his
behavior. The youth feels physically challenged, and cannot back down without losing face in front of
peers. Verbal commands are ineffective in this situation, and the confrontation quickly escalates. If the
area is secure and the youth is not engaged in active aggression, Martin believes the better approach is for
staff to keep a physical and reasonable distance from the youth—enough space so that the youth does
not perceive a potential physical encounter—and take the time to talk the youth down. This can take
anywhere from 15 minutes to an hour or more. But over time, the youth gets worn out and is eventually
likely to calm down without losing face. The situation can resolve peacefully without need for force and
without risking injuries to either party. Staff in the Ohio juvenile corrections system were trained in these
techniques and decreased the incidence of use of force substantially, along with the rate of injuries to
staff and youth.
Finally, it is important that there be staff with specialized training to deal with youth with mental
illness, who are disproportionately likely to be involved in incidents leading to use of force. These youth
often have unpredictable reactions and can act out without warning. Training in crisis intervention
strategies is invaluable to deal with this population. (See Ch. 11: Mental Health)
[34]

Use of Mechanical Restraints
Though the use of mechanical and chemical restraints is a form of force, these techniques present
special physical and psychological risks to youth and should therefore be considered separately from
physical force. Mechanical restraints such as restraint chairs or shackles can lead to injuries, asphyxiation,
and cardiac arrest, and can traumatize (or re-traumatize) a youth, especially those with histories of abuse.
The physical risks are exacerbated when youth have pre-existing medical or mental health conditions,
some of which may be unknown to the staff.[145] A journalistic investigation of the use of fixed
restraints in institutions found that 44 deaths had occurred among youth held in fixed restraints in a 10year period.[146] In very rare circumstances, some form of mechanical restraint may be necessary to
prevent imminent injury, but should not be used any longer than necessary for staff to gain physical
control of an emergency situation and neutralize the threat of harm. Youth should be released from the
restraints at the first indication that it is safe to remove them.
[157]

[158]

To minimize the risk of injury or trauma, best practices call for no fixed restraints to be used on
youth, either those restraints affixed to a wall or piece of furniture, or 4- or 5-point restraints, such as
restraint chairs, that hold each of a youth’s limbs. The JDAI standards define fixed restraints as the
“attaching of a child’s hands, feet, or other body parts to a fixed object such as a bed, chair or bolt in the
http://www.desktopguide.info/?q=print/21

24/49

2/11/2015

Ch.14 Behavior Management

floor or wall,” and prohibit the use of such restraints.[147] Other practices, such as hog-tying a youth’s
hands and feet, are also considered highly dangerous and are disallowed under JDAI standards.
[159]

Legal cases have been sharply critical of the use of fixed restraints on youth, and have either
outlawed their use as unconstitutional or have tightly limited the circumstances in which fixed restraints
could be used to instances approved by a psychiatrist.[148] Most professional standards also disavow
the practice of using fixed restraints on youth, and only the American Correctional Association allows
their use under limited circumstances requiring the approval of the facility superintendent.[149]
[160]

[161]

The use of fixed restraints appears to be relatively rare in juvenile custodial settings; a 1994 study
found that fewer than 5% of surveyed facilities engaged in the practice.[150] This fact undermines any
claim that a facility needs to have this option available as a therapeutic measure to deal with youth who
are out of control or banging their heads.[151] Indications are that restraints are more often used for
administrative convenience or as punishment rather than as a response to true emergencies.
[162]

[163]

Steve Martin’s prescriptions detailed above for reducing the use of excessive or unnecessary force
can be applied equally well when it comes to avoiding the application of restraints: if any form of
mechanical restraint is to be used, it should be used only as a proportionate response to the imminent
threat presented by the youth and only for the time it takes to neutralize the situation. JDAI standards
limit use of restraints to handcuffs, used only as needed in the transportation process or during true
emergency situations at the facility.[152]
[164]

Use of Chemical Restraints
As with the use of fixed restraints, the use of chemical restraints such as pepper spray or oleoresin
capsicum (OC) spray on youth has been widely condemned by juvenile justice experts. Use of pepper
spray puts the health of youth at risk: chemical agents generate adverse physical reactions that can be
exacerbated in secure settings with poor ventilation, causing potential harm to youth and staff, even if
they are not direct targets of its use.[153] Children with asthma and other health problems are at
particular risk, as are those who are taking psychotropic medications.[154] Studies conducted on the
adult population further indicate that the use of pepper spray on those with mental illness may lead to an
increase in violent behavior and a worsening of the mental health condition.[155] Moreover, the use of
chemical restraints, like mechanical restraints, can traumatize youth and undermine their rehabilitative
efforts.
[165]

[166]

[167]

Most state-run juvenile correctional facilities have moved away from the use of chemical restraints on
youth. A study by the Council of Juvenile Correctional Administrators conducted in 2011 found that just
15 states allow the use of pepper spray in juvenile corrections facilities, and of those, only 6 states permit
staff to carry pepper spray in the facilities.[156] Many experts have noted that the greater the ease of
access to pepper spray, the more likely the staff are to employ it on youth who are misbehaving, without
attempting other methods of quelling the negative behaviors.
[168]

Not only are chemical weapons potentially dangerous and subject to overuse, but they have also been
shown to be ineffective at controlling youth violence.[157] Thus, their use undermines the long-term
safety of a facility. The fact that the majority of state juvenile corrections agencies maintain safe facilities
without using pepper spray is a powerful indicator that chemical weaponry is not an essential tool in the
behavior management kit for juvenile confinement staff.
[169]

A significant concern with regard to the use of pepper spray is that it is often used routinely and
unnecessarily, for example, when youth are passively resisting or as a form of pain compliance. It also
often substitutes for a hands-on use of force, typically by staff that believes that pepper spray presents
fewer risks than engaging in hands-on use of force. Steve Martin condemns this approach, again calling
for proportionality in response to the threat involved.[158] He contends that if pepper spray is to be
[170]
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used at all, it should be limited to circumstances involving dangerous group disturbances to temporarily
distract youth while a tactical team is dispatched, and should be used only in housing units holding youth
who have recently engaged in assaultive behavior. He believes that chemical weaponry should never be
kept on person; rather, it should be available only in a locked central location, to be retrieved only during
a serious incident with the approval of the facility administrator.
It is especially important for staff to recognize that they should not use chemical restraints on youth
with serious mental illness who may not be capable of conforming their conduct to staff directives. Since
these youth may be unable to understand or follow orders, it is hard to see the use of restraints as
anything other than a punitive measure. For these youth, the use of a chemical agent is inappropriate
unless it is essential to neutralize an immediate and active threat of bodily harm to staff or other youth
and no other alternatives are reasonably available.
Numerous lawsuits have held agencies liable for the overuse of pepper spray or injuries to youth
through its use.[159] Between the liability, the injuries, and the realization that the facilities’ safety
records had not improved through the use of chemical weapons, many jurisdictions have opted to
discontinue the use of chemical restraints entirely.
[171]

Criminal Prosecution and Transfer of Youth to Adult Facilities
Transfer of Youth to Adult Facilities as a Counterproductive Strategy
As agency officials seek to reduce the incidence of violence in institutions, they sometimes turn to a
strategy of removing troublesome youth from the juvenile setting by transferring them to adult prisons or
jails, either through criminal prosecution or, depending on state law, motions to transfer youth that are
serving blended sentences. As with punitive sanctions, this approach is also counterproductive and
should be strongly discouraged. Transferring youth to adult facilities is not considered an appropriate
behavior management tool. Adult criminal prosecution of youth and placement of youth in adult settings
are both practices that are potentially detrimental to youth.[160] Various studies have found that such
transfers to the adult criminal justice system can end up compromising public safety.[161] Recidivism
rates are high among those transferred to adult prisons, in large part because the youth learn from—and
are often assaulted by—adult offenders and are socialized into a criminal culture.[162] A report from
OJJDP asserted that adult prisons and jails “may socialize delinquent youth into true career
criminals.”[163] Finally, such transfers are unlikely to solve the underlying reasons that violence arose
in the juvenile facility in the first place.
[172]

[173]

[174]

[175]

Some of the most compelling evidence against placing youth in adult prisons comes from the 2007
report of a Task Force on violence prevention appointed by the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (CDC), which included a comprehensive review of all prior studies on this subject. This CDC
Task Force investigated the effects of transferring youthful offenders to the adult criminal justice system
and found that the policy was counterproductive, resulting in a 34% increase in recidivism.[164] One
study cited by the CDC found that youth who serve at least one year in adult prison have a 100% greater
risk of violent recidivism than those who stay in the juvenile system.[165] The CDC reached a stark
conclusion that it presented to policymakers around the country: “To the extent that transfer policies are
implemented to reduce violent or other criminal behavior, available evidence indicates that they do more
harm than good.”[166] Indeed, the CDC found that “transfer of juveniles to the adult criminal system
generally results in increased rather than decreased subsequent violence, compared with violence among
juveniles retained in the juvenile system.”[167]
[176]

[177]

[178]

[179]

One reason behind this increased propensity for future violence is the risk that arises when housing
youth among adults. First, youth in adult facilities are five times more likely than their counterparts in
juvenile facilities to become victims of sexual abuse and rape.[168] This is in part due to their
[180]
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vulnerability and smaller physical stature. Furthermore, they are twice as likely to be physically attacked
with a weapon by a fellow inmate.[169] Finally, youth housed in adult facilities experience higher rates
of mental illness and are 36 times more likely to commit suicide than youth in juvenile facilities.[170]
[181]

[182]

Many youth in adult prisons and jails are held in isolation to protect them from the physical risks of
being housed with adult offenders.[171] Although staff may be well intentioned in separating youth
from adults, such extreme isolation exacerbates the likelihood of a youth’s mental deterioration and lack
of access to services, programs, education, and even to recreational opportunities. Many youth are
confined in 23-hour lock-up for months or years on end, sometimes with no access to outdoor
recreational yards.[172] Consequently, they lack access to peers and to social contact during their most
formative years.
[183]

[184]

In addition to concerns about their safety and mental health, youth in adult prisons are deprived of
crucial educational and rehabilitative programming. Educational opportunities and rehabilitative
programming are the cornerstones of the juvenile custodial regime, unlike in adult jails and prisons. In a
2012 Texas study, researchers found that many youth confined in adult jails receive no educational
services at all, or only very limited programming.[173] Similar findings come from studies of adult
prisons and jails in other states as well.[174]
[185]

[186]

Ultimately, the compromised safety and lack of access to meaningful programming for youth in the
adult prison system produce citizens who are more violent and more likely to reoffend. Numerous
studies have found that most youth who get transferred to adult prison receive relatively short sentences.
[175] These short sentences mean that these transferred youth are getting out of prison while still
young, and they are coming back to their home communities with little to no education, skills training, or
treatment. Thus, there are serious public safety concerns about the approach of using prosecution or
transfer to solve behavior management problems in juvenile custodial settings.
[187]

Another reason that removal of youth from juvenile facilities tends to backfire as a behavior
management tool is that transfer does not solve an agency’s underlying problem with controlling youth
misconduct. Removal of a few disruptive youth may simply open up new opportunities for other youth
to take their places when it comes to asserting power over others or creating disturbances. The key to
behavior management is not getting rid of the symptom through transfer of youth, but in understanding
and addressing the root causes of the misconduct. In many cases, patterns of serious incidents represent
the agency’s failure to fully implement all tiers and elements of the behavior management system, as
described in this chapter.
Except when the most extreme circumstances present significant and ongoing dangers to other youth
or staff, youth should be kept in juvenile settings, regardless of the seriousness of their misconduct. With
an appropriate behavior management system in place as described in this chapter, staff in juvenile
facilities are far better equipped than those in adult correctional facilities to address the needs of
misbehaving youth and to redirect their behavior in a positive way. In those rare circumstances when
criminal prosecution of a youth is necessary, all efforts should be made to keep that youth in the juvenile
facility prior to trial, since conditions for youth in adult jails are so antithetical to their needs and since the
youth can continue to benefit from the services and programs available in the juvenile facility during the
pre-trial period. Even after conviction in adult criminal court, in some instances, the youth may continue
to be held safely in the juvenile facility. A 2013 study found that there was no increase in risk or harm
caused by confining youth tried as adults alongside those prosecuted in juvenile court in juvenile
confinement facilities.[176]
[188]

Management of Youth in Adult Facilities
In those jurisdictions where youth prosecuted as adults are required to be held in adult jails or
prisons, staff in the adult facilities must take special precautions to protect these youth. The PREA
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Standards require that youthful offenders be confined separately from adults and that there be sight and
sound separation of the two populations.[177] This separation must be achieved without placing the
youth in isolation and without denying programming.[178] This can be especially challenging for staff
in a jail that holds only the occasional youth and that is ill equipped to make special arrangements for a
single individual due to architectural or staffing constraints.[179] Nevertheless, such arrangements
should be a high priority due to liability concerns should the youth be injured or denied educational
programming to which he or she is legally entitled.[180]
[189]

[190]

[191]

[192]

Administrators at adult jails that hold very few youth at a time may wish to explore the potential for
informal arrangements with local juvenile detention facilities to confine these youth while they await trial.
Such arrangements would allow the youth to mix with peers, receive out-of-cell time, and receive
educational and other therapeutic programming offered in the juvenile detention facility. This is a safe
and sensible alternative to holding the youth in isolation in the jail, and relieves the jail of a significant
operational and fiscal burden. The need for such arrangements is especially critical for pre-adolescent
youth.[181]
[193]

For those adult correctional facilities—both jails and prisons—with larger numbers of youth, staff
should designate certain housing units as juvenile wings, and should develop procedures that keep the
youth separate from adult inmates throughout the day. If some incidental contact between the
populations is inevitable, then there should be direct staff supervision at all times.[182] There should
be staff specially trained to work with youth, and there should be consistency in staff assignments to
work in this unit in order for the staff to develop effective and positive relationships with the youth. Staff
should also develop special educational and therapeutic programming opportunities for the youth. For
example, the Texas prison system places youthful offenders in the COURAGE program, which uses
group work and role-playing to help youth develop more insights into their criminal behavior.[183]
Some jails have worked out special arrangements with the local school district to provide teachers to
work with youth in the jail, especially for those youth requiring special education services. Staff should
implement all the behavior management strategies and principles described in this chapter as they work
with youth in the adult correctional setting.
[194]

[195]

Finally, adult correctional agencies need to have a plan for safely integrating youth into the adult
population when they reach the maximum age for the youthful offender program. These youth will need
particular support as they navigate the confusing and dangerous dynamics among prisoners in the adult
side of the facility. This is especially true because prison culture is so antithetical to the culture of a wellrun juvenile unit, so youth are typically ill prepared to make that transition. Providing the youth additional
support in the early months of placement in the adult side of the facility is both appropriate and humane.

Conclusion
Juvenile justice agencies around the country have demonstrated repeatedly that it is entirely possible
for an agency to reduce institutional violence and misbehavior. It is important to understand, however,
that misbehavior is a chronic problem that needs to be managed on an ongoing basis; it is not something
to be fixed with a one-time change in policy or practice or by tightening control measures. Effective
behavior management is a comprehensive effort that includes operational changes to facilities and
programs, as well as changes in the interactions between youth and staff, the implementation of
meaningful rewards and consequences for youth conduct, and the opportunity for youth to receive
intensive therapeutic interventions.
This chapter has provided a detailed look at the three levels of an effective behavior management
plan that should be implemented by every juvenile justice facility: the primary (prevention) tier; the
secondary (intervention) tier; and the tertiary (discipline) tier. Within each tier, there are numerous
elements that serve to elicit and reinforce positive behavior. These are not individual strategies to be
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selected from a menu of options; rather, they must be implemented comprehensively to be as effective as
possible in preventing and managing youth misbehavior in secure settings. At the core of this plan—and
fundamental to the rehabilitation of the children—are supportive and respectful relationships between
staff and youth.
Research shows that these positive behavioral strategies work effectively to create safe environments
that help youth learn to control their emotions and actions. Yet far too often, behavior management in
juvenile facilities is equated with control measures such as use of force, restraints, and seclusion. Many
facilities persist in using punitive strategies that may seem intuitive as responses to misbehavior but are
actually counterproductive when it comes to reducing violence and other negative conduct. Correctionsbased responses to misbehavior such as the use of seclusion, force, mechanical restraints, chemical
restraints, verbal abuse, physical abuse, and other control measures are not evidence based; they actually
increase misbehavior on the part of youth subjected to these measures and contribute to a culture of fear
and mistrust. This culture is antithetical to the therapeutic goals of the juvenile justice system.
A true therapeutic culture will provide youth with the tools they need to become productive citizens
and will provide staff with the skills they need to support youth in that goal. At the same time, a
therapeutic culture creates a safer and healthier custodial environment for youth and staff alike.
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