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1.1 Introduction/Purpose 

The following document was created by the Graduated Response Workgroup of the Pennsylvania 

Council of Chief Juvenile Probation Officers. The purpose of this document is to provide: 1) a 

philosophical, practical, and procedural overview of graduated response systems in juvenile probation; 

and 2) guidance for Pennsylvania counties to use when developing and implementing local graduated 

response policies and protocols.  

The primary objectives for youth under juvenile probation supervision are to: 1) satisfactorily complete 

the requirements of their case plans, 2) successfully comply with probation requirements, and 3) refrain 

from becoming involved in additional acts of delinquency, which can be accomplished by internalizing 

long-term positive behavioral change.  The use of a system of graduated responses can help youth 

achieve these critical objectives. 

The graduated response approach provides empirically based strategies for responding effectively to 

behaviors. Within this framework, incremental, proportionate, and predictable responses are delivered 

so that youths’ positive behaviors are encouraged and reinforced, and negative, noncompliant behaviors 

are effectively addressed with interventions that meet youths’ needs and hold youth accountable.  A 

graduated response system in juvenile probation encourages positive behavior change to help youth 

successfully complete probation and become productive, law-abiding members of the community, while 

also preventing the unnecessary use of detention and residential placement. Simply described, a 

graduated response system uses incentives and sanction/interventions1, delivered in a structured, 

systematic manner, to encourage and discourage specified behaviors.  

It is important to recognize that the development, implementation, and application of graduated 

response systems is required to be consistent with the purpose and mission of Pennsylvania’s Juvenile 

Justice System and is defined by Pennsylvania’s Juvenile Act at 6301(b) which states:    

Purposes:  

(1)  To preserve the unity of the family whenever possible or to provide another alternative 

permanent family when the unity of the family cannot be maintained. 

(1.1) To provide for the care, protection, safety and wholesome mental and physical development 

of children coming within the provisions of this chapter. 

(2)  Consistent with the protection of the public interest, to provide for children committing 

delinquent acts programs of supervision, care and rehabilitation which provide balanced attention 

to the protection of the community, the imposition of accountability for offenses committed and 

 
1 Throughout the protocol, we refer to sanctions/interventions interchangeably with “responses to” and 
“consequences”. 
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the development of competencies to enable children to become responsible and productive 

members of the community. 

(3)  To achieve the foregoing purposes in a family environment whenever possible, separating the 

child from parents only when necessary for his welfare, safety or health or in the interests of 

public safety, by doing all of the following: 

(i)  employing evidence-based practices whenever possible and, in the case of a delinquent child, 

by using the least restrictive intervention that is consistent with the protection of the community, 

the imposition of accountability for offenses committed and the rehabilitation, supervision and 

treatment needs of the child; and 

(ii)  imposing confinement only if necessary and for the minimum amount of time that is 

consistent with the purposes under paragraphs (1), (1.1) and (2). 

(4)  To provide means through which the provisions of this chapter are executed and enforced and 

in which the parties are assured a fair hearing and their constitutional and other legal rights 

recognized and enforced. 

Simply stated the mission of Pennsylvania Juvenile Justice System is: “To support and enhance the 

values, principles, and programs that advance the goals of Balanced and Restorative Justice 

while employing evidence-based practices whenever possible.” Therefore, all decisions, services 

and programs, including the use of a Graduated Response System, shall be consistent with this mission.  

With 67 county jurisdictions in the Commonwealth, there is variability and uniqueness within 

Pennsylvania’s juvenile justice system. Although individual counties should develop Graduated Response 

systems that adhere to evidence-based developmental principals and effective behavior change 

practices (e.g., use of certain, swift, targeted, proportionate, and fair responses), it is anticipated that 

Graduated Response policies and procedures will vary across counties based on availability of resources, 

stakeholder priorities, and cultural factors with each county. 

1.2 Supporting Research and Evidence from Learning Theory and Adolescent Brain   

Development  

Using incentives and consequences to modify behavior is not a new approach. Indeed, this approach to 

behavioral shaping is grounded in instrumental learning and operant conditioning principles, theories 

that date back to the work of Edward Thorndike1 and B.F. Skinner2 and that have been supported by 

nearly a century of empirical research.3 Instrumental learning and operant conditioning are methods of 

learning in which behavioral change occurs by creating associations between behaviors and their 

consequences. Administration of desirable consequences increases the likelihood that an individual will 
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perform the behavior again in the future; administration of undesirable consequences decreases the 

likelihood of one repeating the behavior.4 

Operant conditioning–in the form of incentives and responses to noncompliance–is used regularly in a 

variety of contexts. For instance, when teachers and parents provide praise, rewards, or privileges to 

children upon completing homework, they increase the probability that those children will complete 

their homework in the future.5 Similarly, when employees know that they will receive positive feedback 

or a promotion for completing a project, they are motivated to work faster and harder;6 paychecks also 

serve as a standard incentive for continued attendance7 and effort8 at work. To decrease the frequency 

of undesirable behaviors, sanction/interventions can be imposed, such as earlier curfew for a teen who 

came home late, docked pay for an employee who arrived late to work, or an unsatisfactory employee 

performance review for failing to meet deadlines. Importantly, to produce behavior changes, responses 

to undesirable behavior should meaningfully address the reason(s) for the behavior.9 For example, if a 

youth returns multiple positive drug screens, sanctioning the youth with earlier curfew or electronic 

monitoring may not prevent the behavior in the future. Rather, interventions (e.g., substance use 

treatment, mental health treatment, positive youth development activities) that target the reason for 

the youth’s ongoing substance use (e.g., addiction, trauma history, negative peers) may be needed to 

effectively produce behavior change. 

Some level of non-compliant or resistant behavior is considered normal for adolescents, regardless of 

whether they are involved in the juvenile justice system.10 However, consistent with the principles of 

balanced and restorative justice, the expectation of compliant behavior is greater and tolerance for 

misconduct is lower for youth under the supervision of the Juvenile Court.11  

It is important that juvenile probation officers have a basic understanding of adolescent brain 

development in order to identify responses that are likely to be effective when responding to youths’ 

positive and negative behaviors.  

Adolescents are in a critical period of developmental maturation. The adolescent brain differs in 

important ways from the adult brain,12 and incomplete neurological development is associated with 

youths’ less mature cognitive, psychosocial, and emotional functioning.13 For instance, the pre-frontal 

cortex, which is responsible for executive functioning14 – skills such as anticipating consequences, 

controlling impulses, reasoning, planning, and problem solving–continues to develop throughout the 

adolescent years and into the third decade of life.15 The limbic system, the center of the socio-emotional 

system,16 also continues to develop throughout adolescence and, at least partially, explains adolescents’ 

strong emotions, quick mood changes, and intolerance for negative emotions.17 Further, the 

dopaminergic system is tied to the processing of rewards;18 the heightened sensitivity of this system 

during the adolescent years may make certain behaviors and situations–like risk taking19 and peer 

approval20 –particularly reinforcing and may lead to more reward-seeking behavior .term, positive 

consequences of behaviors over the possibility of long-term negative outcomes; they are more driven by 

immediate rewards than delayed, negative consequences.21 
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Grounded in knowledge of adolescent development and behavioral shaping principles, graduated 

response policies should be evidence-based, guided by empirical research findings.22  Research indicates 

that responses are most effective in shaping behaviors23 if they are:24 

• Certain – Responses to behaviors should be predictable. If an identified behavior occurs, a 

specific response should then occur.25 

• Swift – Incentives, as well as consequences, should be administered as soon as possible after 

the performance of a behavior.26 

• Targeted – Both desired and undesired behaviors must be clearly identified, communicated, and 

understood by the youth and his/her family. Additionally, responses to undesired behaviors 

should address the underlying reasons for such behaviors.27 Incentives and consequences should 

be given only for the demonstration of the specific behavior; a behavior that is similar to the 

target behavior but not the target behavior should not be met with the target behavior’s 

designated response.28   

• Proportionate – Responses, both incentives and consequences, should also be proportionate to 

the behavior exhibited. Excessive or lavish praise or incentives for minimally compliant 

behaviors may diminish the intrinsic value of the behavior and create unrealistic expectations 

for future praise or incentives.29 Responses need not be severe to be effective; excessively 

punitive responses can have detrimental effects on behavior change.30 In addition, higher risk 

youth often have long histories of punishment and disapproval, and they may have adapted and 

become immune to the discomfort associated with severe consequences. Just as services or 

interventions should match risk and needs, sanctions/interventions should match the behavior 

and address the reasons for the behavior.31  

• Fair - The consequences for behaviors must be clearly understood, and the application of the 

incentives and responses to noncompliance should be transparent and issued equitably.32,33 

Historically, juvenile probation officers have relied primarily on the use of sanctions to achieve a youth’s 

compliance with his/her probation requirements and case plan.34 In contrast, the graduated response 

approach relies on the use of incentives, along with strategic sanctions/interventions, as a powerful tool 

to encourage and support desired behaviors and discourage undesired behaviors. Further, individuals 

are more likely to internalize and adopt desired behaviors if those behaviors are recognized, 

acknowledged, and affirmed.35 

Research findings indicate that providing incentives for desired behaviors and sanctions/interventions 

for undesired behaviors effectively shapes behavior and that the ratio of incentives to consequences 

should significantly favor incentives.36 It is recommended that incentives exceed consequences by at 

least a 4:1 ratio.37 

 

It is also important for youth to understand that they will be held appropriately accountable for 

undesired behaviors. The use of a well-designed and objectively administered system of graduated 

responses increases the likelihood that youth will internalize and engage in desired positive behaviors in 
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the long-term. The use of Graduated Responses is identified as an element within Stage Three: 

Behavioral Change of Pennsylvania’s Juvenile Justice System Enhancement Strategy (JJSES).38 

1.3 Mission Statement 

It is recommended that each jurisdiction adopt a mission statement for the use of Graduated Responses. 

The Graduated Responses Workgroup of the Pennsylvania Council of Chief Juvenile Probation Officers 

developed the following mission statement that jurisdictions may consider using or adapting. 

“An evidence-based Graduated Response system uses incentives and 

sanctions/interventions to foster the pro-social behavior of juvenile justice-involved 

youth, promote accountability, restore victims, and decrease recidivism. Through a 

structured process that accounts for a youth’s level of risk, needs, and responsivity, 

graduated responses recognize and reinforce positive behaviors and provide 

proportional responses to negative behaviors to achieve short- and long-term goals 

and outcomes. Responses are certain, swift, targeted, proportionate, and fair 

1.4 Guiding Principles and Definitions 

The following Guiding Principles should be considered in the development of policies and protocols for 

use of graduated responses.  It is recommended that existing graduated response policies and protocols 

be reviewed to see if they are consistent with these Guiding Principles.  

Rationale for Graduated Responses 

1. The use of graduated responses (the use of incentives and sanctions/interventions) in a 

structured, effective, and consistent manner can help shape the behavior of juvenile justice-

involved youth and improve outcomes.  

 

2. Simply defined, incentives are responses that are used to encourage continued positive 

behavior. Incentives can be as simple as verbal praise, extension of curfew, removal of 

sanctions/interventions, or tangible reinforcement. Sanctions/interventions are responses to 

undesired behaviors and are administered to discourage/modify those behaviors. 

 

3. The use of graduated responses is consistent with Balanced and Restorative Justice39 and, when 

applied properly, promotes community protection, victim restoration through youth 

accountability, and youth redemption through competency development.  

 

4. Graduated response systems are guides for structured decision making and promote 

fundamental fairness, transparency, and consistency.40 A graduated response system provides a 

menu of options, used in conjunction with a juvenile probation officer’s professional judgment, 

to address both positive and negative behaviors while considering the impacts on both victim 

and community.  
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5. Graduated response systems set short- and long-term SMART goals that are meaningful to 

youth. Juvenile probation officers help youth set clear action steps to accomplish short-term 

goals. Juvenile probation officers provide support to help youth accomplish action steps and 

goals and identify incentives for goal attainment. Consistent with adolescents’ developmental 

capacities and effective behavior change strategies, juvenile justice personnel should emphasize 

youths’ effort and progress toward goals, not perfect performance or immediate goal 

attainment.  

 

Engagement of the Youth and Family41 

6. Youth, as well as their families, must have a clear understanding of what is expected of them.42 

They must know which positive behaviors are encouraged and which negative behaviors are 

discouraged. Youth must have the ability and opportunity to control the targeted behaviors.43  

 

7. The development of an effective professional alliance44 among the probation officer, the youth, 

and the youth’s family is critical to promoting behavior change. Juvenile justice professionals 

who possess effective relationship skills are able to increase treatment compliance, reduce 

noncompliance with court order(s)/requirement(s), reduce recidivism, engage the youth’s family 

in short- and long-term goal setting, and improve outcomes. 

 

8. Collaboration with and involvement of the family,45 as well as the youth, should occur when 

identifying incentives and sanctions/interventions. When possible, the family should be 

responsible for or an active participant in identifying or administering an incentive or 

consequence.  

 

9. Consideration should be given to identifying the individual(s) who would meaningfully deliver or 

administer an incentive. For example, a parent might be able to take an active role in swiftly and 

positively reinforcing desired behavior. A teacher, coach, mentor, juvenile probation officer, or 

judge might be identified as the most appropriate individual to administer the incentive.   

 

10. Juvenile probation officers must work with the youth and his/her family to identify 

opportunities to practice and reinforce pro-social skills/behaviors.46  

 

Application of Graduated Responses 

 

11. The application of incentives and sanctions/interventions should be consistent and integrated 

with the individual youth’s case plan. 

  

12. Responses must be individualized, based upon the youth’s behavior and consistent with the 

juvenile’s current level of risk, criminogenic needs, and responsivity factors. An effective 
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incentive or response to noncompliance for one youth may not be effective for another youth 

and it may differ for a single youth from situation to situation and over time.  

 

13. While internal motivation for change is ideal in the long run, incentives and 

sanctions/interventions can provide external motivation when needed. The use of Motivational 

Interviewing47 strategies in conjunction with graduated responses will strengthen the 

development of internal motivation.  

 

14. Timeliness of administering incentives and consequences is critical for establishing the link 

between behaviors and consequences.48 

 

15. The behaviors for which incentives and sanctions/interventions are issued should be 

predictable. It should be clearly communicated by the juvenile probation officer and understood 

by the youth and his/her family under what circumstances incentives or consequences will be 

issued.49  

 

16. Incentives should be administered regularly, early on in the change process.50 The importance of 

experiencing early success, even minor success, must be recognized. As a youth begins to 

respond favorably and behavior change becomes apparent, incentives should focus on more 

significant, long-term behaviors and should be administered on an intermittent schedule.51 

 

17. Juvenile probation officers play a critical role in the effectiveness of graduated responses. 

Juvenile probation officers can help youth develop short- and long-term goals and identify 

action steps to help youth achieve those goals. Juvenile probation officers are instrumental in 

problem solving with the youth how to overcome challenges that halt or delay progress towards 

goals. Further, juvenile probation officers can offer youth positive feedback and praise as they 

complete action steps and make progress toward goals.    

 

18. Research findings indicate that providing incentives for desired behaviors and 

sanctions/interventions for undesired behaviors effectively shapes behavior. Further, research 

finds that the ratio of incentives to consequences should significantly favor incentives. It is 

recommended that incentives exceed consequences by at least a 4:1 ratio.52  

 

19. Administration of an incentive or sanction/intervention should support a youth’s participation in 

treatment, education, and/or intervention services. Services or referral for treatment should not 

be conveyed as a negative consequence, but rather, as an opportunity for positive change. To 

effectively change behavior, the sanction/intervention should address the underlying reason(s) 

for misbehavior.  

 

20. Effective use of graduated responses may be challenged as other individuals involved in the 

juvenile’s life (especially peers)53 may reward negative behaviors (e.g., substance use, other 

illicit activities) that probation is discouraging. Also, these other individuals may discourage 
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behaviors (e.g., school attendance) that probation is attempting to support and encourage. 

Therefore, it is important to understand those incentives and sanctions/interventions that may 

have the greatest motivational effect on the youth and that are commensurate with the 

performed behaviors.  

 

Benefits of Graduated Responses 

 

21. Reinforcing pro-social behavior increases the chance that juveniles will be motivated to continue 

this positive behavior.54  

  

22. Recognition of positive behavior (pro-social and probation compliant behavior) increases the 

likelihood that youth will be motivated to initiate and continue the desired positive behaviors. 

The ultimate goal of the use of graduated responses is to have youth engage in and maintain 

positive behaviors.55 

 

23. A structured sanctions/interventions grid enables juvenile probation officers to address 

probation noncompliance equitably and commensurate with the seriousness of the 

noncompliant behavior(s) and the juvenile’s current risk level. 

 

24. Graduated response systems that incorporate positive youth development opportunities help 

youth identify and cultivate their strengths through activities, internships, and jobs, as well as 

establish meaningful connections with positive peers and supportive adults in their 

communities. 

 

1.5 Development of a Graduated Response System 

 

Pennsylvania’s Executive Committee of the Pennsylvania Council of Chief Juvenile Probation Officers 

(Chiefs’ Council) and Juvenile Court Judges’ Commission established the Juvenile Justice System 

Enhancement Strategy (JJSES) in 2010 and formally identified graduated response as part of JJSES in 

2012. Consistent with the JJSES framework, graduated responses reflect evidence-based practices to 

achieve balanced and restorative (BARJ) objectives: youth competency development, accountability, and 

community protection. The Chiefs’ Council created a statewide Graduated Response workgroup in 2013 

to develop a developmentally informed, empirically based approach to juvenile probation case 

management and decision making that would help youth successfully complete probation, reduce 

likelihood of reoffending, and promote long-term wellbeing while maintaining accountability and 

enhancing community safety. The Graduated Response Workgroup consisted of juvenile probation staff 

and leaders from 12 counties, representatives from JCJC and PCCD, and members of the Center for 

Children’s Law and Policy (with support from the Annie E. Casey Foundation) and the Juvenile Justice 

Research and Reform Lab at Drexel University (with support from the Stoneleigh Foundation). Within 

the JJSES and BARJ structures, county priorities, resource availability, and local policy and practice 

approaches were integrated with empirical findings on adolescent development, youth behavior change, 
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and organizational culture shift to generate the Graduated Response Guiding Principles and Protocol 

Development manual, first released in 2014, refined over the next two years for statewide 

dissemination in 2017, and updated into this document in 2020.  

As Pennsylvania counties were developing and implementing Graduated Response systems, these 

efforts began to become more widespread across the United States. In 2017, for example, the National 

Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges (NCJFCJ) affirmed Pennsylvania’s work on Graduated 

Response by passing a landmark resolution calling for juvenile probation reforms grounded in empirical 

findings on adolescent development and behavioral decision making. Critical elements of this NCJFCJ 

resolution align with the conceptual basis of graduated response systems, calling for juvenile probation 

approaches that, “(1) help youths understand, appreciate, and remember their probation requirements; 

(2) emphasize short-term, positive outcomes for probation compliant behaviors; (3) deliver sanctions for 

noncompliant behaviors in ways that enable youths to learn from their mistakes and modify their 

behaviors in the future; and (4) promote affiliation with positive peers” (NCJFCJ, 2017, p.2).   

 

Although the NCJFCJ resolution represents a national paradigm shift in juvenile probation practices, 

Pennsylvania’s juvenile justice system operates largely at the county level. Core principles of Graduated 

Response must cut across all local systems, but each jurisdiction must translate the NCJFCJ resolution’s 

principles—and the guiding principles in this document—into local policy and practice that is feasible 

and meaningful for the individual jurisdiction.  

 

For a graduated response system to be effectively developed and implemented in a county, consensus 

among key stakeholders is required. Consensus should be built around important issues, such as 

defining behaviors of youth under probation supervision that should be encouraged or “incentivized,” 

defining behaviors that should be discouraged or met with a sanction/intervention, and identifying 

appropriate responses to the behaviors.  

 

A series of six structured steps (Goldstein et al., 2019) was published to assist juvenile justice personnel 

with engaging stakeholders, gaining consensus on foundational aspects of a graduated response system, 

and translating graduated response principles into individual juvenile probation department’s policies 

and procedures. These steps were based on guidelines for adapting manualized treatments for new 

populations (Goldstein et al., 2012) and on content from the Center for Children’s Law and Policy (CCLP) 

2016 Graduated Responses Toolkit. The six steps include:2  

 

1) Identify and engage stakeholders. 

a. Identify key stakeholders in the Graduated Response development process. 

b. Form a Graduated Response committee of key stakeholders and define committee 

members’ roles and responsibilities. 

 
2 For more detail on these steps, please see Goldstein, N.E.S., Gale-Bentz, E., McPhee, J., NeMoyer, A., Walker, S., 
Bishop, S.,…Schwartz, R.G. (2019). Applying the National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges’ Resolution to 
juvenile probation reform. Translational Issues in Psychological Science, 5, 170-181. Access to this article can be 
found here: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6863450/. 

https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6863450/
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2) Agree on reform effort goals. 

a. Identify the goals of the Graduated Response system.  

3) Concretely define relevant concepts. 

a. Develop a list of behaviors and skills to promote among youth under supervision. 

b. Identify a list of incentives to reward youth for meeting particular goals. 

c. Develop a list of negative behaviors and categorize them as low-, moderate-, and high-

severity. 

d. Identify possible interventions and match these interventions to particular behaviors for 

low-, medium-, and high-risk youth.  

4) Gather baseline data. 

a. Collect data on youth under supervision.  

5) Develop policies and procedures to support and sustain reforms. 

a. Test draft materials of the Graduated Response system. 

b. Develop the capacity to evaluate the effectiveness of the Graduated Response system. 

c. Train staff and educate youth and family members on Graduated Response. 

6) Evaluate effectiveness.  

a. Roll out the Graduated Response system. 

b. Evaluate implementation of the Graduated Response system and make adjustments.  

 

Gathering Information to Inform Graduated Response System Development 

 

When developing a graduated response system, it is critical to develop a team of juvenile justice system 

stakeholders (e.g., judges, probation officers, district attorneys, public defenders, law enforcement 

personnel), as well as those impacted by the system (e.g., justice-involved youth, parents, community 

leaders; CCLP, 2016) to provide diverse perspectives on desired outcomes, identify the rationale for 

intended changes to policies and practices, and offer feedback on feasible and effective strategies for 

identified reform efforts.   

 

Youth and families can offer valuable input on reform efforts based upon lived experiences. For 

example, youth and families should be asked about the value of and desire for potential incentives to 

motivate positive behavior and the power of various sanctions/interventions to prevent/modify 

negative behavior. Youth and families can provide valuable information about the perceived 

proportionality and appropriateness of incentives and responses to desired and undesired behaviors, as 

well as the length of time they would be willing to wait to earn various incentives. Youth and families 

should also be asked to provide feedback about the procedures that probation officers use to convey 

information about probation requirements and the related graduated response system. Further, when 

developing a graduated response system, youth and families should be asked about meaningfulness of 

possible procedures for awarding incentives and imposing consequences–for instance, who youth want 

to administer the incentives, when they should be awarded, and whether parents should be informed of 

success. Youth and families should also be asked about obstacles and challenges to completing 

probation requirements. 
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Probation officers’ input should also be sought to inform the development of a graduated response 

system. They should be asked about the pros and cons of current practices for promoting positive 

behaviors in youth and managing misbehavior. They should be asked for feedback about the graduated 

response philosophy, with particular attention to the use of incentives in response to positive probation-

related behaviors and the use of various consequences in response to non-compliant behaviors. 

Probation officers’ input should be sought on feasibility of graduated response procedures for 

evaluating behaviors, awarding earned incentives, and imposing identified consequences; an easy-to-

use system is critical to promoting the consistent and predictable implementation of graduated 

incentives and sanctions/interventions. Probation officers should be asked to identify potential 

obstacles to successful implementation of the graduated response approach, and these obstacles should 

be addressed when creating the graduated response system. In addition to informing the development 

of a graduated response system within a jurisdiction, involvement of probation officers in the 

development process can promote buy-in of these key stakeholders.  

 

Judges’ input is also critical to the development process. In some jurisdictions, judges may wish to 

provide feedback and guidance throughout the graduated response development process, and in other 

jurisdictions, judges may be brought in at more specific development points. Judges’ input is needed on 

the acceptability of specific incentives and responses to noncompliance; degree of probation officers’ 

autonomy to evaluate youths’ behaviors, award incentives, and impose various consequences; and 

procedures for probation officers’ communication with the court about youths’ progress and their 

recommendations within the graduated response context. It will also be helpful to seek input from other 

court actors, including defense attorneys and prosecutors, during the course of developing a graduated 

response system. 

 

Finally, input from judges, probation officers, youth and families, and other juvenile justice system 

stakeholders is critical to promoting engagement and buy-in to local policy and practice changes. Such 

feedback also facilitates a county’s translation of broad concepts from the NCJFCJ resolution (e.g., 

improving youth decision-making skills) into specific, measurable, and concrete policies and practices 

(e.g. dividing a youth’s complex court requirements into small, attainable action steps). Stakeholder 

feedback is also critical for improving materials, including those used in the field, and data-tracking 

methods for evaluating long-term outcomes of a graduated response system for youth, the system, and 

communities.  

 

Information Gathering Methods 

 

Multiple methods can be used to gather the information described above to inform the development of 

a graduated response system. Methods for information gathering include, but are not limited to: 

• focus groups of youth, parents/guardians, and probation officers, 

• anonymous surveys of youth, parents/guardians, and probation officers, 

• interviews with individual youth, parents/guardians, and probation officers, 
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• conversations with local juvenile court judges, defense attorneys, prosecutors, and community 

service providers, and 

• conversations with probation officers and juvenile court judges from other jurisdictions that 

have implemented graduated response systems. 

 

These methods are not mutually exclusive. Multiple methods may be used, and information may be 

sought from various stakeholder groups during the graduated response development process. 

 

1.6 Eligibility 

Although most counties with graduated response systems use it with all youth under probation 

supervision at all stages of court processing, it is recommended that eligibility criteria be established for 

youth with whom graduated responses may be used. At a minimum the following should be considered: 

• At what stage in the juvenile court process should youth be eligible to participate in the 

graduated response system? Is the use of a graduated response system most appropriate as 

part of the disposition in a youth’s case? 

• Should participation in the graduated response process include youth on formal probation, 

consent decree, and informal supervision? Are graduated responses directed toward consent 

decree and formal probation or is graduated response applicable to all youth involved at various 

levels of the juvenile court process? 

• What levels of criminogenic risk (as determined by the YLS) are eligible to participate in the 

graduated response process? Are all levels eligible to participate or is it limited to moderate- to 

high-risk youth? 

• If all risk and supervision levels are eligible to participate, are there limits or ceilings for 

responses for low-risk youth? For example, should low-risk youth be excluded from the more 

severe, restrictive consequences, given that the original behavior(s) that brought them under 

the court’s jurisdiction may have been relatively minor? Caution should be exercised to prevent 

“over servicing” low-risk youth, which research has shown to be harmful.56  

• Does a case plan exist, and how do the goals of the case plan relate to the incentives and 

sanctions/interventions that have been identified to encourage and discourage specified 

behaviors? 

Agreements should be reached among key juvenile justice stakeholders about the authority of the 

supervising juvenile probation officer to issue incentives and sanctions/interventions within established 

parameters; this may be done at a system level or specified within an individual youth’s dispositional 

court order. The graduated response system should be an integral part of the case plan. As the youth 

works toward or meets goals identified in the case plan, the probation officer delivers incentives to 

reinforce the desired behaviors. Conversely, if the youth violates conditions of the case plan, the officer 

should respond to the noncompliance with sanctions/interventions. Research has indicated that 

incentives and consequences should be administered as close in time to the behavior as possible to be 

most effective.57 Delays in court processing, however, can inhibit the speed of this process; accordingly, 
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probation departments are encouraged to develop their own policies regarding the timeframe for swift 

incentive and consequence delivery. 

1.7 Orientation to Graduated Response Policy & Protocols 

All juvenile probation officers who are responsible for administering graduated responses should be 

trained on their department’s graduated response policies and protocols. Thoroughly understanding the 

policies and protocols, including the Guiding Principles and Definitions, will help officers clearly explain 

the reasoning for implementing graduated responses and how this approach is grounded in evidence-

based practices and Pennsylvania’s Juvenile Justice System Enhancement Strategy.  

There are preparatory exercises that the juvenile probation officer may consider having the youth 

complete. For example, there are commercially available exercises (see section 1.11 Tools) that can be 

used as a mechanism to introduce the youth and his/her family to the graduated response system and 

to set the stage for their active engagement and involvement in the process. The questionnaire or tool 

can also be developed in-house. Counties may want to consider implementing a documentation method 

to verify and acknowledge that the youth, as well as his or her family, was informed of the expectations. 

It is recommended that juvenile probation departments develop and present an overview of the 

graduated response system to youth and their families. This overview should provide a rationale for the 

approach and establish the expectations and responsibilities of the youth, parents/guardians, and 

juvenile probation officers. It is important that juvenile probation officers determine whether a youth 

and his/her family fully understand the requirements of the probation supervision, the expected 

behaviors, the behaviors that must be avoided, and the incentives and consequences that will result 

from engaging in those behaviors.  

1.8 Administering Incentives 

Incentives generally take one of two forms. Something positive can be given (e.g., verbal 

acknowledgement, a certificate, a book), or something considered by the youth to be negative can be 

taken away or diminished (e.g., easing curfew restrictions, fewer reporting requirements). The majority 

of incentives that can be used need not involve any financial resources, or at least not significant 

financial resources.  

Again, research findings suggest that providing incentives for desired behaviors and consequences for 

undesired behaviors effectively shapes behavior and that the ratio of incentives to 

sanctions/interventions should significantly favor incentives. It is recommended that incentives exceed 

responses to noncompliance by at least a 4:1 ratio.58 

 

It is important to acknowledge positive behavior, especially early in the change process.59 As the 

individual begins to respond favorably and behave in a positive manner on a consistent basis, incentives 

can be given less frequently so as not to lose relevancy. As time progresses and positive pro-social 

behavior is internalized, incentives should be earned for more significant behaviors and when case plan 

milestones are achieved. Incentives and positive reinforcement early on, followed by intermittent 
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reinforcement of more significant positive behaviors, should help transition youth from reliance on 

external motivation for change to internalized motivation to embrace positive attitudes and engage in 

positive behavior.60 

For youth participating in a graduated response system, the following should be considered in providing 

incentives to encourage continued positive behavior.  

• Identifying which incentives are most important to each individual youth. Input from the youth 

is critical in making these determinations. Using a self-report inventory, the youth can identify 

incentives that he/she values and that will increase the likelihood that he/she will be motivated 

to engage in the desired behaviors. This self-report inventory will also provide a framework and 

structure to discuss what motivates the youth.  

• Consideration should be given to identifying the individual(s) who would have the greatest 

impact or would most meaningfully deliver incentives to the youth. For example, a parent might 

be able to take an active role in swiftly and meaningfully reinforcing positive behavior. A 

teacher, coach, mentor, juvenile probation officer, or judge may also be identified as the most 

appropriate individual to administer the incentive.   

• Youth should be encouraged to identify a specific goal or goals, as well as the steps leading to 

attainment of that goal or goals. Youth are more likely to be successful and not feel 

overwhelmed if three goals or fewer are targeted at one time. 

• Probation officers should engage youth in the behavior change process and foster their 

understanding of the link between targeted behaviors and youths’ broader, long-term success. 

Professional alliance traits61 are critical to these efforts. 

• The department’s Incentives Grid should be used in combination with information gathered 

directly from the youth and his/her family about appropriate and motivating incentives. This 

information can be gathered via interview, from a structured questionnaire, and/or with a 

commercially available tool.  The incentive should be matched to the factors, circumstances, 

interests of youth, and characteristics that motivate the individual youth, with the 

understanding that these may change over time. These factors are considered responsivity 

factors and may reflect information about the youth’s culture, cognitive ability, maturity, and 

gender.  

• Document contacts, behavioral progress, incentives, and sanctions/interventions according to 

the department’s policy. 

1.9 Classifying and Responding to Non-compliance by Youth under Consent Decree or Formal 

Probation Supervision.  

It is recommended that whenever noncompliance is identified, the following should occur:  

1. Sufficient information is gathered relating to the alleged noncompliant behavior to confirm that 

the noncompliance with the court order(s)/requirement(s) occurred. This should include talking 

with the youth and his/her parent(s)/guardian(s), and, if appropriate, other agencies and/or 

individuals (e.g., school personnel, outpatient providers, and/or police). 
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2. Understand reason(s) for noncompliant behavior and problem solve. Intervene to address 

reasons for noncompliant behavior.  

 

3. Determine the youth’s risk to re-offend through the most recently scored YLS. If necessary, as 

indicated by the department’s YLS policy, update the YLS before making this determination. 

 

4. Determine the severity of the noncompliant behavior using the department’s noncompliance 

matrix.  If multiple forms of noncompliance result from a single event, local policy should establish 

how such noncompliant behavior should be addressed. As a general rule, it is recommended that 

only the most serious form of noncompliance be considered when determining the resulting 

sanction/intervention. 

 

5. Individualize the determination of an appropriate response to the noncompliant behavior from 

the department’s sanctions/interventions list, considering the information specified above, as well 

as the youth’s responsivity factors and strengths. Some points for consideration include: 

 

• Responsivity factors may reflect information about the youth’s culture, cognitive 

abilities, maturity, and gender. The choice of consequence should keep in mind the least 

restrictive option needed to redirect the youth’s behavior.  

• It is important that responses to noncompliance effectively address the underlying 

reasons for the initiation and continuation of undesirable behavior.  

• If appropriate, input from the youth and/or his/her parent(s)/guardian(s) should be 

obtained when assigning a sanction/intervention.  

• It is possible that the same consequence may be used multiple times. A youth may 

repeat an undesired behavior, but it may not require that the severity of the response 

be increased. Normal adolescent development suggests that youth may engage 

repeatedly in undesired behaviors, but they can learn to refrain from participating in 

these behaviors if a proportional response is applied consistently and repeatedly62.   

• Approval for use of certain consequences may be required via a court order or some 

other form of communication.  

• Consequences that may require a court order or additional communication may include 

actions such as placement on electronic monitoring, attendance at an evening reporting 

center, or extension of supervision. 

• Probation officers should seek to identify the individual who may have the most 

powerful impact in administering or delivering a consequence. 

 

6. Document the noncompliant behavior, all contacts, and the response to the noncompliance in 

accordance with the department’s documentation policy. 
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7. This process should be completed accurately and as quickly as possible so that the 

sanction/intervention occurs as close in time to the behavior as possible to achieve maximum 

impact.63 Timeliness of the response to the actual behavior will allow the youth to make the 

connection between his/her behavior and the response. Administration of an incentive will, 

therefore, increase the likelihood that the youth will repeat a desired behavior in the future, and 

imposition of a consequence will decrease the likelihood of the youth performing or continuing 

the undesired behavior in the future. It is also recommended that when assigned responses to 

noncompliant behavior (generally sanctions/interventions considered as minor and moderate) are 

successfully completed, the noncompliant behavior should be considered addressed and should 

not be included in future petitions for noncompliance with court order(s)/requirement(s). If the 

youth fails to complete an assigned sanction/intervention, however, or if the noncompliant 

behavior is defined as serious, the noncompliant behavior should be included in the information 

provided to the juvenile court in subsequent probation noncompliance proceedings. 

1.10 Documentation and Analysis 

The need to document and analyze the use and effectiveness of graduated responses is crucial.  A 

Graduated Response Module has been developed in the Pennsylvania Juvenile Case Management 

System (PaJCMS) to enable Juvenile Probation departments to document and analyze the use of 

graduated responses.  Prior to utilizing the Graduated Response module juvenile probation departments 

should engage appropriate stakeholders, developed policies and protocols, develop graduated response 

grids, train staff, and establish a date to officially begin use of the graduated response system.   

Graduated Response management reports and dashboards have been developed to assist with analyzing 

the use of graduated responses.  Examples of the the management reports and dashboards are provided 

as Appendix A.  Any questions on the set up and use of the Graduated Response module may be 

directed to the PaJCMS Help Desk. 

1.11 Tools 

There are a variety of tools and techniques that can be employed to support the utilization of both 

incentives and sanction/interventions. Among these tools are: 

• Effective Practices in Community Supervision (EPICS): EPICS is a community supervision model 
that teaches probation officers how to apply the principles of Risk-Need-Responsivity and the 
use of core correctional practices (anti-criminal modeling, effective reinforcement, effective 
disapproval, effective use of authority, structured learning, problem solving, cognitive 
restructuring and relationship skills) within the context of one-on-one interactions with juvenile 
justice involved youth.  The structure of each EPICS contact includes four parts:   

1. Check-In 
2. Review 
3. Intervention 
4. Homework  

• Motivational Interviewing: A set of communication strategies designed to encourage and 
support an individual’s internal desire for change and to resolve ambivalence about continued 
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change.64 A Bench Card summarizing Motivational Interviewing can be downloaded at: 
https://www.pachiefprobationofficers.org/docs/MI_Bench_Card.pdf. 

• Professional Alliance Traits.65  A set of interpersonal skills that contributes to the development 
of an effective professional relationship that can increase compliance with treatment, reduce 
violations and recidivism, and improve outcomes. A Bench Card summarizing Professional 
Alliance Traits can be downloaded at: 
https://pachiefprobationofficers.org/docs/Professional_Alliance_Traits_Final_Draft.pdf 

• Interest Inventories: A self-assessment tool that, in the context of graduated responses, can 
help identify the incentives and sanctions/interventions that youth believe will most effectively 
motivate them to perform desired behaviors and refrain from undesired behaviors 

• Parenting Skills Workbook-Setting Boundaries and Applying Rewards and Consequences: The 
Parenting Skills Workbooks were developed as resources that juvenile probation officers can 
offer the families of the youth with whom they work. The workbooks would be useful for 
parent(s), or adult(s), responsible for the care of a child under juvenile probation supervision. 
The workbooks were designed to provide strategies to address common behaviors of children 
that, if left unaddressed, might increase the child’s risk to reoffend. These strategies are rooted 
in the understanding of adolescent development and influences, and of the physiology of the 
brain and how the brain works at various stages of life, commonly referred to as “brain science.”  
The publication can be downloaded at: 
https://www.pachiefprobationofficers.org/docs/Setting_Boundaries.pdf 

• The Carey Guides (“Responding to Violations” and “Rewards and Sanctions”):66 A commercially 
available set of tools to help structure interventions and interactions between a juvenile 
probation officer and youth under probation supervision. The Carey Guides also include a 
Probation Officer Self-Assessment, which is a tool to assist juvenile probation officers with 
effectively utilizing incentives and sanctions.  

• Skill Practice with Youth: A critical component of cognitive-behavioral interventions that 
provides youth with structured opportunities to practice skills so that they will be available for 
use when needed. Skills practice promotes the internalizing of new, positive behaviors.67 

• Skill Transfer Forms: A tool to be utilized during or after the completion of a youth’s 

participation in various Evidence-Based Programs (EBPs) and Cognitive Behavioral Intervention 

(CBI) groups.  The Skill Transfer Forms reinforce key components outlined in each program and 

can be interchangeably used within a residential or community-based setting.   

• Pro-Social Modeling: A style of supervision in which the juvenile probation officer identifies and 
reinforces pro-social language, attitudes, and behaviors, as well as appropriately challenges and 
collaboratively addresses criminogenic needs.  

• Thinking Reports: A tool to assist youth in identifying and recording their thoughts and feelings 
experienced during certain situations and when performing certain behaviors, including 
involvement in delinquent acts 

• Essays: Assignments that can be given to youth under supervision on specific topics as a 
sanction/intervention for minor misconduct that may require research and self-examination. 

• Center for Children’s Law and Policy’s Graduated Responses Tool Kit: The Center for Children’s 
Law and Policy developed a “Toolkit” designed to help jurisdictions create an effective 
graduated response system or improve an existing system. The publication collects best 
practices from jurisdictions around the country that have successfully reduced incarceration for 
technical violations of probation.  The publication can be downloaded at: 
http://www.cclp.org/graduated-responses-toolkit/ . 

https://www.pachiefprobationofficers.org/docs/MI_Bench_Card.pdf
https://pachiefprobationofficers.org/docs/Professional_Alliance_Traits_Final_Draft.pdf
https://www.pachiefprobationofficers.org/docs/Setting_Boundaries.pdf
http://www.cclp.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/Graduated-Responses-Toolkit.pdf
http://www.cclp.org/graduated-responses-toolkit/
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• Graduated Response Bench Card: Primary concepts provided in this document are summarized 
in a two-page Bench Card for easy reference.  The Bench Card can be downloaded at: 
https://pachiefprobationofficers.org/docs/Graduated_Response_Bench_Card.pdf 
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1.13 Appendix A 
 

Graduated Responses  
Management Reports & Dashboards  

 
• Graduated Responses for a Date Range by P.O. (see report sample) 

• By PO or All PO’s who gave response 

• Selection option to show/ not show juvenile details 

• Juvenile Name 

• Juvenile’s Last YLS Score (and override where applicable) 

• Juvenile’s total Incentives 

• Juvenile’s total Sanctions/Interventions 

• Selected PO’s Totals for number of juveniles with responses, juveniles with incentives, juveniles with 
sanctions/interventions, and average ratio of incentives to sanctions/interventions 

 

• Graduated Responses for a Date Range by Unit/ P.O. (see report sample) 

• By Unit/District 

• By PO or All PO’s who gave response 

• Selection option to show/ not show juvenile details 

• Juvenile Name 

• Juvenile’s Last YLS Score (and override where applicable) 

• Juvenile’s total Incentives 

• Juvenile’s total Sanctions/Interventions 

• Selected Unit/District and PO’s Totals for number of juveniles with responses, juveniles with incentives, 
juveniles with sanctions/interventions, and average ratio of incentives to sanctions/interventions 

 

• iDashboards – JCJC Data Dashboards  

• Department Summary by P.O.  – P.O. Caseload with Most Recent YLS Risk Level chart (see dashboard 

sample) 

o P.O. and Department Totals for incentives and sanctions/interventions and average ratio of 

incentives to sanctions/interventions  

• Department Summary by Supervisor – Supervisor Caseload with Most Recent YLS Risk Level chart (see 

dashboard sample) 

o Supervisor and Department Totals for incentives and sanctions/interventions and average ratio 

of incentives to sanctions/interventions  
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Graduated Responses for a Date Range by P.O. 

Example 1 - By All PO’s or Individual PO(s) and juvenile detail  
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Continued Next Page → 
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End of Example 1  

Example 2 - By All PO’s or Individual PO(s) and no juvenile detail  
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End of Example 2 

Graduated Responses for a Date Range by Unit/ P.O. 
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Example 1 - By All Unit(s)/District(s) or Individual Unit(s)/District(S) and PO’s or Individual PO(s) and juvenile detail  

Continued Next Page → 

 

End of Example 1 
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Example 2 -  By All Unit(s)/District(s) or Individual Unit(s)/District(S) and PO’s or Individual PO(s) and no juvenile 

detail  
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Continued Next Page → 

 

End of Example 2 
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Department Summary by P.O.  – P.O. Caseload with Most Recent YLS Risk Level chart 

 

 

 

Department Summary by Supervisor – Supervisor Caseload with Most Recent YLS Risk 

Level chart 

 

 

 


