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Highlights:
► The economic losses from
juvenile crime in California
amount to $8.9 billion per
year.
► High school dropouts are
twice as likely to commit
crimes as high school
graduates.
► Much of adult crime is
committed by persons
who began their criminal
activities during their
juvenile years.
► Dropouts from a single
cohort of California
12-year-olds will generate
an additional $1.1 billion
in economic losses from
juvenile crime, and $10.5
billion in economic losses
from adult crime over their
lifetimes.
► Cutting the dropout rate
in half would reduce the
number of juvenile crimes
in California by 30,000 and
save the state $550 million
per year.
► Savings from reductions in
juvenile crime would help
offset the costs of effective
programs to reduce dropouts.

T

he negative social and economic losses for the State of California
from high school dropouts are substantial. Tax revenues are reduced and government spending on health, crime, and welfare is
elevated, increasing the fiscal burden for all Californians. In an earlier
study, we estimated that the economic losses from each cohort of 120,000
20-year-olds who fail to complete high school amounted to $46.4 billion
(see CDRP Policy Brief 1).
One significant component of the fiscal and social costs of high
school dropouts is their higher rate of criminal activity, both as adults
and as juveniles. While the earlier study accounted for the economic
losses from adult crime, this policy brief examines the economic losses
from juvenile crime in California and how raising the state’s graduation
rate could reduce those losses.
► Juvenile Crime in California
Juveniles commit a large proportion of crimes in the state. In 2007, juveniles (ages 10-17) were arrested for one-in-six violent crimes, and over
one-quarter of all property crimes. Focusing on more specific crimes,

Economic Losses from One Juvenile Cohort (12- to 17-year-olds)
in California
Criminal Justice
(state)
$1.8 Billion

Criminal Justice
(county)
$0.8 Billion

School Disruption
$0.5 Billion

Victim Costs
$5.4 Billion

Incarceration
$0.5 Billion

TOTAL ANNUAL LOSSES = $8.9 Billion
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they are responsible for one-inseven disorderly arrests, more than
one-half of all arson crimes, and
almost one-half of all vandalism
crimes.
Juveniles also commit crimes
in school. During the school year
2007-08, California’s public schools
reported approximately 130,000 violent incidents, almost 6,000 serious
violent incidents, and 70,000 other
criminal incidents. National survey
data show that one-quarter of all
students, and one-in-twelve teachers, report being victims of crime at
school.
In 2007, there were 234,000 arrests of juveniles in California—
three-quarters of whom were
males—out of a population of 4.5
million. Black juveniles are arrested at rates disproportionate to
their population; Hispanics at rates
proportionate to their population;
Whites and other race groups at
rates lower than their representation in the population. Over half of
these arrests are settled in juvenile
court, with many of the juveniles
placed in wardships, camps, or
probationary status; many require
special educational services and
counseling.

crime prevention agencies, including school police forces. There are
also very large costs to the citizens
of California who are the victims
of crime; many of these victims
are also juveniles. Finally, there
are costs to the education system,
in that juvenile criminals disrupt
learning for all children.
To estimate the annual economic losses from juvenile crime we
add up state budget expenditures
for juvenile crime prevention and
use research literature to estimate
the costs of crime to victims. We calculate these costs for a single cohort
of 3.6 million juveniles in California
aged 12-17, reported in 2008 dollars
(see Figure).
•

Annually, state government
spending amounts to $1.8 billion on policing and the criminal justice system, with an additional $0.8 billion at the county
level, and $0.5 billion on incarcerating juveniles.

•

The social costs to victims—in
terms of pain and suffering and
income losses—are even greater, at $5.3 billion.

•

► The Economic Burden of
Juvenile Crime

Schools spend $0.5 billion on
security and compensating
payments to teachers to attract
them for employment in high
crime schools.

The economic burden of juvenile crime is extensive. There are
costs to the state government in
terms of: operating the criminal
justice system for policing and for
trials and sentencing; providing
wardships, incarceration, parole
and probation; paying restitution
for victims and for medical care;
and funding other government

In total, each juvenile cohort
in California imposes an annual
economic loss of $8.9 billion on the
state’s citizens. This estimate is conservative: it does not include the full
costs of counseling for victims; and
victim costs are based on the experiences of adult victims, who may
suffer less than juvenile victims. Importantly, juvenile criminals have
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a strong likelihood of becoming
criminals as adults. The economic
burden of later adult crime may be
added to these figures to get a full
understanding of the costs of juveniles becoming criminals.
Some juveniles commit a disproportionate amount of crime.
These ‘chronic offenders’ are typically male and commit more than
half of all reported crimes. Over
their juvenile life, up to age 17, each
of these chronic offenders will impose an economic loss of $612,000.
► The Influence of Education on
Juvenile Crime
There are many factors that
promote juvenile crime, including
poor family circumstances and limited economic opportunities. But
one important determinant of juvenile crime is inadequate education.
Research has established a robust
link between dropping out of high
school and juvenile crime.
High school graduation is likely
to reduce juvenile crime by improving the ‘social bond’ with school.
Students may develop a greater attachment to school, increased commitment to the value of education,
and more acceptance of the authority of school. Also, attending school
has a straightforward effect on reducing the time and opportunity to
commit crime (although this may
re-direct some crime to the school
site).
The current population of incarcerated juveniles is suggestive of
the importance of education. Based
on an educational survey performed in Los Angeles (LA) County, approximately 15-20% of youth
who enter juvenile halls, probation
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camps and community day schools
are classified as requiring special
education services. Of the remaining youth in custody, the average
reading and math levels are equivalent to fifth/sixth grade. In 2003-04,
across the state, 75% of students
passed the high school exit exam; in
LA County, the pass rate was 70%;
but for students in LA County juvenile hall or community day school,
the pass rate was 26%.
High school dropouts commit
a large proportion of all juvenile
offenses. Three separate studies report a strong impact of dropping
out on juvenile crime:
•

relative to a graduate, each additional high school dropout is
predicted to have a crime rate
about 17% higher for violent
crimes and 10% higher for all
other crimes;

•

high school dropouts commit
crimes at rates almost double
those of high school graduates;
and,

•

despite being only 23% of the
population, high school dropouts are responsible for 34% of
all crimes.

These results imply that if California could reduce the dropout
rate in high school, it would also reduce the rate of juvenile offending,
and consequently, it would reduce
the economic burden associated
with juvenile crime.
► The Economic Losses from
Juvenile Crime by Dropouts
The economic losses for each
cohort of 3.6 million juveniles in
California aged 12-17 were estimated to be $1.1 billion, with a margin
of error of +/-$180 million. This is
the direct cost to the state from failing to ensure that each student in
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California’s school system graduates from high school. Cutting the
dropout rate in half would reduce
the number of juvenile crimes in
California by 30,000 and save the
state $550 million per year.
While substantial, these losses
do not account for the full cost of
high school dropouts. The juvenile
crime burden should be added to all
the other significant costs of dropouts, such as lower earnings, higher
welfare rolls, and lower health status, which accrue over their entire
lifetimes (see CDRP Policy Brief 1).
Critically, juvenile crime is often a precursor to adult crime,
which imposes additional costs on
California. Across a single cohort
of California 12-year-olds, students
likely to drop out will generate an
additional $1.1 billion in economic
losses from juvenile crime and $10.5
billion from adult crime over their
lifetimes, compared to the losses
they would generate if they graduate from high school.
Juvenile crime represents about
one-tenth the total costs of all crimes
committed in the state; however,
much of adult crime is committed
by persons who began their criminal activities during their juvenile
years. As such, a significantly high
proportion of adult crime may be
interpreted as ‘induced’ by juvenile
criminal behavior.
Other economic losses, such as
those due to lower earnings and
reduced taxes, amount to an additional $34.5 billion, bringing the total economic losses amount to $46.2
billion, with juvenile and adult
crime accounting for almost onequarter of the total economic losses
from dropouts.
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► Educational Interventions to
Reduce Juvenile Crime
There is compelling evidence
that raising the high school graduation rate would reduce the juvenile
crime rate, and there is research evidence on effective strategies to raise
graduation rates.
In an earlier study we identified
five interventions that have proven
success in reducing the dropout
rate, and another eight that have
some promise of success (see CDRP
Policy Brief 2). We estimated the economic benefits from reducing dropout rates would exceed the costs of
these interventions by a factor of at
least two-to-one. In this study we
calculate that savings from reductions in juvenile crime alone will
offset, on average, approximately
16% of the costs of providing these
interventions. If these interventions are targeted at high-risk offenders, the savings may be even
larger. Added to the economic savings during adulthood, investment
in effective interventions to reduce
dropouts would reap substantial
economic benefits for the state.
An alternative approach is to
target juvenile offenders directly
through school-based violence prevention programs. Given their relatively low costs, these programs are
also likely to be cost-effective strategies to reduce juvenile crime, especially for chronic juvenile offenders.
Dropouts in California impose
a substantial economic burden on
the state, not only from adults, but
also from juveniles who commit
crimes. Investing in effective educational interventions would reduce
both juvenile and adult crime, and
produce economic benefits far in
excess of their costs.
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