
C H I L D  E V I D E N C E   ·   J U V E N I L E  R E H A B I L I TAT I O N  /  I N T E RV E N T I O N  E F F E C T I V E N E S S

Structured, developmentally-appropriate interventions can, on aver-
age, reduce reoffending among juveniles; as a group, adolescents are 
responsive to rehabilitation -- though effects are modest and depend 
strongly on the type of program, the targeting of higher-risk youth, 
and the quality of implementation.

Evidence strength: Moderate Scientific consensus: Established

BOTTOM LINE

The field broadly agrees that some structured, developmentally-appropriate programs reduce juvenile 

reoffending and that youth are amenable to rehabilitation; this underpins evidence-based-practice man-

dates. What is debated is which programs, how large and durable the effects are, and how to implement 

with fidelity -- not the basic proposition that rehabilitation can work.

WHAT THIS CLAIM DOES NOT SAY

• Does not claim that every program works -- effects are program-specific, and some popular interventions (e.g., Scared 

Straight, boot camps) show no benefit or increase reoffending.

• Does not claim that any particular intervention will rehabilitate a particular youth -- the evidence is group-level and 

probabilistic, not a guarantee for an individual.

• Does not claim large effects -- average reductions in reoffending are modest and depend heavily on program type, 

targeting of higher-risk youth, and implementation fidelity.

• Does not claim that responsiveness to rehabilitation excuses conduct or by itself determines a sentence -- it bears on 

penological aims, not guilt or individual culpability.

• Does not claim that rehabilitation is guaranteed or that risk is eliminated -- it describes a population tendency, not certainty.

• Does not claim that a youth's failure in a program proves they are 'unrehabilitable' -- program failure is not evidence of 

fixed character.

SCOPE — WHERE IT HOLDS

A prescriptive, population-level generalization grounded in meta-analyses of intervention studies, controlled pro-

gram evaluations, and benefit-cost syntheses. It holds on average and is strongest for therapeutic (rather than 

punitive or deterrence-based) programs delivered with fidelity to higher-risk youth. The literature is heterogeneous: 

some programs produce meaningful reductions, others none, and a few increase reoffending. It describes average 

program effects, not a guarantee for any individual youth or program.

EVIDENCE SYNTHESIS

A large evaluation literature shows that structured, developmentally-appropriate interventions can reduce juvenile 

reoffending. Meta-analytic work (Lipsey 2009) finds the most effective programs share a therapeutic (rather than 
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punitive) orientation, target higher-risk youth, and are well implemented -- and that, controlling for those factors, the 

specific brand of therapy matters less than how it is delivered. Controlled evaluations bear this out: in a community 

randomized trial, Functional Family Therapy reduced youth behavioral problems, but only where therapists adhered 

to the model (Sexton & Turner 2010). Benefit-cost syntheses (WSIPP) find several evidence-based juvenile 

programs return more than they cost, while some popular programs (e.g., Scared Straight, boot camps) show 

no benefit or increase reoffending. Descriptive desistance research (Monahan 2009; Mulvey 2010) shows most 

serious adolescent offenders reduce offending as they mature. The Supreme Court drew on juveniles' capacity 

for change and rehabilitation in Graham (requiring a meaningful opportunity for release) and Montgomery. The 

honest summary: rehabilitation can work, but effects are modest and program-dependent -- not a guarantee for 

any program or youth.

STUDIES (VERIFIED SOURCES)

SEMINAL

Lipsey, M. W (2009). The primary factors that characterize effective interventions with juvenile offenders: A 

meta-analytic overview. Victims & Offenders, 4(2), 124-147.

Meta-analysis  ·  juvenile offenders (pooled)  ·  doi.org/10.1080/15564880802612573

Meta-analytic overview: program effectiveness is driven by therapeutic orientation, higher-risk targeting, and implementation 

quality more than by program brand.
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SUPPORTING

Sexton, T., & Turner, C. W (2010). The effectiveness of functional family therapy for youth with behavioral problems 

in a community practice setting. Journal of Family Psychology, 24(3), 339-348.

Experimental  ·  juvenile justice-involved youth  ·  doi.org/10.1037/a0019406

Community RCT of Functional Family Therapy: reduced behavioral problems and reoffending vs. probation, but only with 

therapist adherence (fidelity-dependent).

Aos, S., & Drake, E (2013). Prison, Police, and Programs: Evidence-Based Options that Reduce Crime and Save 

Money (Doc. No. 13-11-1901). Washington State Institute for Public Policy, Doc. No. 13-11-1901.

Review  ·  program-level (juvenile and adult)

Benefit-cost synthesis: several evidence-based juvenile programs return more than their cost; some popular programs are null 

or harmful -- effectiveness is program-specific.

Mulvey, E. P., Steinberg, L., Piquero, A. R., Besana, M., Fagan, J., Schubert, C., & Cauffman, E (2010). Trajectories 

of desistance and continuity in antisocial behavior following court adjudication among serious adolescent 

offenders. Development and Psychopathology, 22(2), 453-475.

Longitudinal  ·  N = 1119  ·  serious adolescent offenders  ·  doi.org/10.1017/S0954579410000179

Descriptive desistance: most serious adolescent offenders reduce offending over time -- the population context within which 

rehabilitation operates.

Monahan, K. C., Steinberg, L., Cauffman, E., & Mulvey, E. P (2009). Trajectories of antisocial behavior and 

psychosocial maturity from adolescence to young adulthood. Developmental Psychology, 45(6), 1654-1668.

Longitudinal  ·  adolescence to young adulthood  ·  doi.org/10.1037/a0015862

Persistent offending tracks arrested psychosocial maturation rather than fixed character -- consistent with amenability to change.

Pappas, L. N., & Dent, A. L (2021). The 40-year debate: a meta-review on what works for juvenile offenders. Journal 

of Experimental Criminology.

Meta-analysis  ·  juvenile offenders (pooled across syntheses)  ·  doi.org/10.1007/s11292-021-09472-z

Meta-review of 48 meta-analyses/systematic reviews (56 effect sizes). Significant average recidivism reduction (d = -0.09, 

p < .001) for program participants vs. non-participants, with effect significantly moderated by justice-system level, offender 

characteristics, program modality, and methodological quality. Confirms the effect persists across four decades of synthesis 

while establishing its modest, heterogeneous character.

LIMITATIONS

Program effects are modest on average and highly heterogeneous; results depend on implementation fidelity, which 

is hard to sustain at scale (Sexton & Turner found effects only under high adherence); some widely used programs 

are ineffective or harmful; many evaluations are short-term, and publication or researcher-allegiance effects may 

inflate estimates; benefit-cost figures are model-dependent; and the evidence is group-level and cannot predict 

whether a particular youth in a particular program will desist.

COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS

(1) That rehabilitation programs reliably "fix" youth -- effects are modest and program-specific. (2) That all juvenile 

programs help -- some (Scared Straight, boot camps) do nothing or increase reoffending. (3) That a youth's failure 

in one program proves they are unrehabilitable -- it does not; program failure is not fixed character.

Child Evidence · citations drawn only from verified library sources · reviewed June 20, 2026 3 / 4



EXPERT WITNESS NOTES

Use to support the penological premise the Court adopted in Graham and Montgomery: juveniles are, as a group, 

amenable to rehabilitation, so permanent sentences forswear a realistic prospect of reform. Cite the meta-analytic 

and benefit-cost evidence that structured, well-implemented programs reduce reoffending. Be candid on cross that 

effects are modest, program-specific, and implementation-dependent, and that some programs are ineffective or 

harmful -- broadly asserting that "rehabilitation works" is impeachable. Frame it as: the capacity for rehabilitation is 

real and evidence-based at the group level, which is what the constitutional argument requires; it is not a promise 

about a specific program or this client.

LEGAL MAPPING

RELIED ON BY

Graham v. Florida — 560 U.S. 48 (2010)

RELEVANT TO

Montgomery v. Louisiana — 577 U.S. 190 (2016)
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