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The Youth Protective Factors 
Study Background 
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Positive youth justice—
how to do this?

What about Risk-Needs-
Responsivity?

OR
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Youth Protective Factors Study Goals
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State Partners and Methods 
4 to 5 jurisdictions per state

What were they asked to do?

• Implement a protective factors survey alongside their pre-disposition risk/needs assessment (YLS/CMI or YASI).

• Expand service data tracking capacity.

• Provide new juvenile and adult new petitions. Recidivism = new petitions post-supervision (up to 1.5 years).
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Research Questions
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State Samples: June 2021–July 2022 (N = 3,380)



8

Key Finding 1: A significant proportion of court-
referred youth received little to no intervention 
or services, likely because over 40 percent were 
assessed as low risk for reoffending.
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Among referred youth, 43% were low risk, and 54% of all youth 
received no supervision.

62% of low-risk youth received no supervision or services.
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Key Finding 2: Some risk factors predict violent 
reoffending more strongly than others and 
should be prioritized for service delivery.
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What risk factors matter most for predicting post-supervision 
violent recidivism?

Top Predictors Varied by Risk/Needs Assessment

Other Strong Predictors
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Interactions with age: Substance abuse may be a red flag for more 
serious offending among only younger youth. 

Importance of Substance Abuse Depends on Age

Robust Effect found in both prospective and retrospective samples
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Key Finding 3: Higher-risk youth did not 
consistently receive the dosage, type, or quality 
of services required to prevent reoffending. 
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Defining Service Types

Risk-Reduction
Services designed to address or “treat” 
dynamic risk factors (needs); focus on 
reducing risk factors to prevent recidivism 

Strengths-Based
Services promoting competence and skill 
building, prosocial engagements, and/or 
prosocial attachment 
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Responsivity-Related Services

Provide treatment in a style and mode 

that is responsive to the individual’s 

learning style and ability and could 

facilitate the effectiveness of other 

services. May also address barriers to 

one’s ability to benefit from or 

participate in other services.

Defining Service Types (cont.)
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Services focused on responsivity were provided much more often than 
those reducing risk, even for youth in placement.

Average Service Dosage Per Month
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Risk-reduction services were not strongly prioritized for those at the 
highest risk of reoffending.

Average Risk-Reduction Service Dosage by Risk Level
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The risk-reduction services commonly provided in practice were not those 
shown to prevent reoffending and/or that targeted robust risk factors. 

Services Most 
Commonly 
Received Among 
Referred  Youth
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Key Finding 4: Youth who participated in risk-
based services were no less likely to reoffend 
than youth who did not participate in such 
services.
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Youth who participated in any risk-based services were more or as likely 
to reoffend post-supervision than youth who did not.
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Key Implications for 
Practitioners and the Field 
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The YPFS shows that jurisdictions can strengthen their use of resources, 
tools, and best practices to improve public safety and youth outcomes.  

✓ Expand early intervention services for youth at risk of justice involvement as well 

as pre-arrest diversion for low-risk youth jurisdiction-wide. 

✓ Use risk and needs assessments to guide diversion, dispositional, and service 

matching decisions with a priority focus on the risk and protective factors that 

matter most for long-term, serious reoffending. 

✓ Institute more individualized approaches to probation conditions, drug testing, 

case planning, and service delivery. 



23

The YPFS shows that jurisdictions can strengthen their use of resources, tools, 
and best practices to improve public safety and youth outcomes (cont.).  

✓ Invest in more robust, evidence-based, community-based services systems that are aligned 

with youth’s priority risk factors and service needs. 

✓ Ensure a sufficient focus for providers, funders, and agency staff on service matching 

(intensity and needs), risk reduction, evidence-based models, and dosage.

✓ Ensure out-of-home placement for high-risk youth prioritizes risk-reduction services.

✓ Collect, evaluate, and use risk, needs, and service data to improve resource allocation, 

accountability, and stakeholder communications. 
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