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Disproportionate Minority Contact
and Racism in the US
How We Failed Children of Color
OVERVIEW
Disproportionate Minority Contact (DMC) refers to rates of racial and ethnic
minority youth contact with the juvenile justice system which are significantly
higher than rates of contact for White youth. Despite a 50-year effort to
reduce DMC, the problem persists. The authors suggest that most efforts to
reduce DMC are ineffective as they do not address the underlying origins and
causes of DMC.
There are two possible causes of DMC: 1) differential treatment where minority
youth are treated more harshly by the juvenile justice system; or 2) differential
involvement where minority youth commit crimes at a higher rate resulting in
an accurate reflection of criminality by race/ethnicity.
Using police and court data, juvenile self-report data and interviews
with police and juvenile court professionals, the authors show differential
treatment to be the cause of DMC. Official police and court data show that
minority youth are arrested at higher rates than White youth for the same
offenses. Minority youth are treated more harshly than White youth in the
juvenile justice system for the same offenses. The self-report data clearly
shows that minority youth are no more likely to commit crimes or deviant
acts of any type than are White youth, with the sole exception of gang
membership/identification. In fact, in most categories, White youth are more
likely to commit crimes. The self-report data were validated through school
discipline data. Analysis of interviews with professionals reveals police and
court personnel assume minority youth to be more criminalistic due to a
(unsupported) belief that minority families are different in structure and/or
moral values when compared to White families. Juvenile justice professionals
believe minority youth have learned more criminalistic behavior from their
families and consequently need greater supervision and control.
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CONCLUSIONS/KEY FINDINGS
Contact with police
Non-White juveniles are much more likely to have contact
with the police. The data related to police encounters
comprise over 43,000 police records that involved
juveniles. Black juveniles comprised 30 per cent of the
police records, yet Black youth make up only about 11 per
cent of the population in the study location. By contrast,
White juveniles comprised 43 per cent of the police
records and represent about 72 per cent of the population
in the study location.
In addition, minority youth have a higher probability of
arrest than White youth for the same offense.
Intake into the juvenile justice system
Once arrested, minority youth face harsher treatment in
the juvenile justice system. Analyses of over 6,000 juvenile
cases show that minority youth have a lower probability
than White youth of receiving informal probation or of
having their case diverted outside of the justice system for
the same offense or charge.
Minority youth are more likely than White youth to have a
petition filed (that is, to be charged) for the same offense.
Outcomes and sentencing
Once a petition has been filed, non-White minority youth
receive significantly harsher outcomes. Analyses of 3,700
juvenile court records show that non-White youth are less
likely than White youth to have the case dismissed by the
courts or to receive court-ordered probation for the same
charged offense. A dismissed case and probation are the
least punitive outcomes.
Non-White juveniles, however, are more likely to be
remanded in custody (within a juvenile or adult facility)
compared to White juveniles for the same charged
offense.
Self-reported criminal behavior by juveniles
The data from police reports and court records provide
strong evidence for the differential treatment explanation
for DMC. Non-White minority youth are treated more
harshly in the justice system for the same offenses. That
evidence alone, however, does not explicitly refute the
differential involvement explanation. Data of self-reported
criminal behavior from 520 juveniles shows that there are

relatively few differences in criminal behavior between
White and non-White juveniles. The authors present data
on 14 criminal behaviors. The results show that of the 14
behaviors:
• There were no statistically significant differences
between White and non-White juveniles for eight of the
behaviors
• There were five behaviors in which White juveniles
engaged in an activity at higher rates than non-White
juveniles
• There was only one behavior in which non-White
juveniles reported higher activity than White juveniles—
being a member of a gang
Interviews with juvenile justice professionals
The data show a clear trend: there are relatively few
differences in criminal involvement between non-White
minority juveniles and White juveniles. Yet, there are many
differences in treatment in the system. Interviews with over
80 juvenile justice professionals, including police, juvenile
court attorneys, and judges, and state juvenile specialists
and probation officers, provide insight into why DMC
continues to plague the U.S. juvenile justice system.
As a whole, the juvenile justice professionals strongly
believe that DMC is due to differences in culture and
values between White and non-White minority families.
These differences, in their view, result in minority youth
being more prone to criminality. The data, however,
clearly show there is no cultural acceptance of crime by
minority families as the minority crime rates are lower
or equal to those of White youth. Our survey also asked
about family structure and non-White families were much
more likely to have a traditional nuclear family than were
Whites in the study. Finally, poverty was brought up in the
interviews, as a factor in higher crime rates, with racial
overrepresentation being argued as simply a result of
racial differences in poverty. The data also contradicts
this line of reasoning as juveniles who qualified for the
subsidized meal program (a standard measurement
for poverty) were less likely to commit crimes than were
the economically more advantaged juveniles. These
perceived differences—which are refuted in the study—
result in police, judges, attorneys, and other justice
professionals treating minority youth differently.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS
1. Devising educational programs to create awareness
and break bias in law enforcement and society
• DMC is a product of differential treatment. Differential
treatment is what needs to be addressed. This
sounds simple. However we, as a society, have been
conditioned to assume minority youth are more likely
to be involved in crime. The interviews with police
officers showed a consistent belief in a strong link
between race/ethnicity and juvenile crime. However,
while many in law enforcement suggested a link
between cultural values and minority crime, others
suggested that minority crime is higher because
of limited opportunities for minority youth. The
possibility that minority youth are equally or even less
criminalistic than White youth did not occur to any of
those interviewed.
• Implementing policies focused on differential
treatment will not be easy. The general perception
within U.S. society is that minority youth are
more deviant and criminalistic. The degree and
pervasiveness of these perceptions are easily
illustrated. First, out of 154 interviews with police
officers, attorneys, judges, and juvenile justice
officials, not one respondent made any mention of
the possibility that minority youth might be similar to
White youth in terms of deviant and criminal behavior.
• These perceptions that minority youth are more
criminalistic than White youth are also held by
larger society, including members of the minority
groups and advocates for justice reform. The belief
in differential involvement—that minority youth are
more criminalistic—is deeply entrenched in the
collective American psyche. Groups at both ends of
the spectrum—those fighting to police minority youth
more aggressively and those fighting to reform the
justice system—are working from the same factually
incorrect assumption.
2. Corrections at court level
Addressing DMC should begin in the juvenile courts.
Making positive changes is simpler in juvenile courts
than in the police departments for several reasons:

• First, juvenile courts have far fewer individuals involved
in the process. Fewer individuals means findings and
information are more easily disseminated.
• Second, juvenile courts are more aware of differential
treatment. Prosecuting attorneys and judges often
make a correction for differential treatment in obvious
cases. Prosecuting attorneys can refuse to file
charges; judges can dismiss cases.
• Third, members of the juvenile court—especially
judges and attorneys because of their education—
have greater exposure to a broader range of ideas
and relevant theoretical perspectives. This was
evident in interviews. Police were more certain of their
perspectives than juvenile court personnel.
3. A holistic approach to reforming policing departments
Police departments will likely need multiple strategies
to reduce the differential treatment at the policing level.
Simply understanding minority youth are not more
criminalistic than White youth is the overarching concern.
These include:
• Changing patrol strategies
• Training on how to use body-cam/dash-cam video
analysis
• Employing more officers who are similar in race/
ethnicity to the communities they are patrolling, etc.
These can be potential steps towards the final goal of
eliminating DMC through the elimination of differential
treatment.
4. Abolition of programs targeting minority groups
Perhaps most importantly, we need to stop promoting
programs which focus on changing the behavior of
minority youth. Their criminal behavior is no different
than that of White youth. Policies which try to make kids
do “less stupid kid stuff”, simply because they are not
White, is doomed to failure. The Office of Juvenile Justice
Delinquency and Prevention (OJJDP), state juvenile
justice agencies, and local law enforcement need to
acknowledge that programs focusing on changing
minority youth behavior only exacerbates racial
inequality.

About the book
Disproportionate Minority Contact (DMC) refers to the
proportional overrepresentation of minority youth at each
step of the juvenile justice system.
This book addresses the issue of color-blind racism through
an examination of the circular logic used by the juvenile
justice system to criminalize non-White youth.
Drawing on original data, including interviews with court and
probation officers and juvenile self-reports, the authors call
for a need to understand racial and ethnic inequality in the
juvenile justice system from a structural perspective rather
than simply at the level of individual bias.
This unique research will contribute to larger discussions on
how race operates in the United States.
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