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The mission of the American Institutes for Research® (AIR®) 
is to generate and use rigorous evidence that contributes to 
a better, more equitable world.
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AIR’s Research, Evaluation, 
and Technical Assistance

What does it include?

• rigorous research design and 
analysis, 

• measurement and surveys, 

• needs assessment, monitoring, and 
continuous improvement services, 

• knowledge translation and 
dissemination, and 

• participatory approaches.
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AIR Portfolio for Advancing Justice

AIR advances justice by addressing 
the root causes of harm and trauma 
to promote safety, dignity, 
and thriving.
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Developmental Lens

How do juvenile detention centers support youth development?
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Method and Data Collection

Youth Interviews at San Francisco Juvenile Hall
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Data Collection

• Thirty youth in 40 separate interviews from November 2022 through 
February 2023.

• We used in-person and virtual data collection methods. 

• Conducted in English and Spanish.

• Youth housed in the quarantine unit were interviewed virtually.

• We obtained parent consent and youth consent/assent, and received a 
court order authorizing our data collection process. 

To protect anonymity, we do not provide demographic information for 
youth in the Hall. 
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Findings

Youth Interviews at San Francisco Juvenile Hall
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Meeting Basic Needs

Developmentally appropriate 
environments should meet young 
people’s basic needs, including 
safety, a place to sleep, nutritious 
food, and space to be alone. 
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Meeting Basic Needs—Physical Safety

Most youth reported feeling physically safe:

• One youth shared that: 

• “[N]obody in here that’s really a threat. Everybody chill. Everybody gets 
along in here.” 

A couple of youth did not feel safe in the Hall. 

• Example: Felt physically unsafe after emergency due to experience with 
care.
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Meeting Basic Needs—Emotional Safety

Most youth reported feeling emotionally safe:

• “It’s honestly a positive environment, more than the outside is. The kids 
in here, we respect each other. Staff, if you have a problem or you just 
need to talk to someone, you can talk to the staff or you can call . . . and 
somebody will come up to talk to you. So, there’s a lot of different ways 
to express your feelings and also feel safe, too.”

On the other hand, many youth also described limits to that emotional 
safety, sharing that they don’t feel comfortable sharing their emotions in 
the Hall. 

• One youth shared: “I just be like, you can’t really show your emotions in 
here.” 
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Meeting Basic Needs—Mental and Physical 
Health Care

Several youth expressed general satisfaction with their mental and physical 
health care at Juvenile Hall. 

Youth did report some challenges with physical health care:

• amount of time to receive care,

◦ offer of treatment not perceived to be effective, and

◦ nurse withholding medication as a punishment. 
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Meeting Basic Needs—Food

Overall, youth perceived the food provided at Juvenile Hall to be 
mediocre or poor. 

• A few youth spoke about how Juvenile Hall does not serve enough 
food and that the food itself is not filling. 

• On the flip side, several youth shared that they couldn’t complain 
or were grateful for the food.
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Meeting Basic Needs—Sleeping

Most youth expressed discomfort sleeping in the Hall, including from the 
physical conditions. 

• One youth shared: 

• “Our beds are, we use yoga mats to go to sleep. These very thin mats. 
And then right underneath the mat, it is concrete. So, it’s like we 
always have regular . . . back pain.” 

• Other youth who reported not sleeping well described it more generally 
that “it’s jail,” not home. 
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Meeting Basic Needs—Hygiene

On the whole, youth were dissatisfied with the hygiene products. 

• Some youth shared they had negative reactions to the products:

• “I don’t like it. It breaks my body out. When I go home, I have stuff 
around my mouth, like rashes. Rashes on my back, my legs, everything.” 

• However, sometimes youth can obtain higher quality hygiene products.

• As one youth described it: 

• “Some people have relationships with the staff, good relationships and 
they can ask different things and they’ll bring it. That’s why they get it.” 
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Meeting Basic Needs—Time Alone

Most youth found it possible to take time alone when they wanted it. 
However, many noted that this was possible only in their rooms. 

One youth described the limitations of alone time like this:

• “The only time I would be able to take time to myself is when I go to my 
room. That’s the only time I could get some sort of privacy. And you still 
really don’t get that anyways, because you’re in a cell with glass 
windows and somebody walks by your room all the time and looks at 
you.” 
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Meeting Basic Needs—
Time Outside

• A majority of youth said that they 
rarely or never spent time outside. 

• As one youth put it: 

• “We never go outside. . . . It’s hard 
because everything is indoors 
now, so we can go right there. . . . 
There’s no view, there’s nothing 
you can see that will calm you 
down. All you see is just concrete 
walls.” 
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Providing Consistent Rules, Boundaries, and 
Positive Social Norms

Developmentally supportive 
environments provide consistent 
structure, including rules and 
consequences that are applied 
fairly, boundaries and limits that 
are age appropriate, and social 
norms that outline expectations 
for behavior.

20

Meeting 
basic needs

Consistent 
rules and 
structures

Developmentally 
appropriate 

environment

Supportive, 
caring 

relationships

Opportunities for 
individual 

development

Youth thriving

Benson et al., 2007; Guerra & Bradshaw, 
2008; Lerner et al., 2012



|  A I R . O R G

Providing Consistent Rules, Boundaries, and 
Positive Social Norms

Youth provided an array of examples of the rules, with variation across 
interviews. 

• Some rules were common in other youth-serving environments: 

– Raise your hand, listen to staff, no fighting or play fighting. 

• Other rules were unique to the secure environment:

– Controlling youth movements, preventing escalation of violence.
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Providing Consistent Rules, Boundaries, 
and Positive Social Norms

Most youth described a reward system where young 
people earn points daily, leading to multiple tiers based 
on point totals.

• The top tiers reportedly had corresponding privileges:

– Tablets, MP3 player, additional time for phone calls 
or virtual visits 

• One youth described the system as follows: 

• “So [the reward system has] four levels. Go up levels 
and you get more stuff like your tablet, MP3 player, 
stuff like that. You get rewarded for being good.”
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Providing Consistent Rules, Boundaries, and 
Positive Social Norms

• Youth described a wider array of negative consequences that deviated 
from the point system. 

• Commonly reported punishments included:

• Being sent to their room. 

• Losing points in the merit system.

• Losing phone call or virtual visit privileges. 
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Providing Consistent Rules, Boundaries, and 
Positive Social Norms

• Many youth described receiving group punishment.

• One youth described it as follows: 

• “Someone breaks the rules, I mean, everybody don’t want to.… Like, 
two people fighting, right now, they going to make everybody go in 
their rooms. And that it’s like it falls on everybody. It don’t fall on 
them two. It falls on everybody.” 
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Providing Consistent Rules, Boundaries, and 
Positive Social Norms

Youth also shared mixed perspectives on the extent to which rules were 
enforced consistently. 

• One youth described:

• “It’s for everyone…They treat all the kids the same. The rules is just 
follow the instructions. Your time will be easier. Simple as that.”
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Providing Consistent Rules, Boundaries, and 
Positive Social Norms

Some youth shared differences in treatment and application of rules. 

For example, one young person gave an example of inconsistent 
application of the rules based on gender: 

• “… it was boys and girls [in our unit] just a minute ago and it was boys 
and girls.  But they had to switch it because I felt like the girls was 
getting special treatment. They get into arguments, they get time to chill 
out, cool down outside a hour. If it was the boys, they would've sent us 
straight to our room but now they got their own unit and stuff.” 

26



|  A I R . O R G

Providing Consistent Rules, Boundaries, and 
Positive Social Norms

Another youth shared an example of differential application of the rules 
by racial/ethnic group, where staff treated Latinx youth worse: 

• “I feel that there’s a selection of kids that they choose who to let the 
rules pass by with. And for me, I’m [not] one of those kids. They won’t 
treat me fair. I don’t know why it’s like that. But I feel like it’s a racial 
thing toward us.” 
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Section 3: Opportunities for Individual 
Development

Educational and programmatic 
activities can provide meaningful 
opportunities for adolescent skill 
and knowledge development as 
well as for young people to 
explore their interests.
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Section 3: Opportunities for Individual 
Development

Overall, most youth identified programs they viewed positively. 

• Sunset Youth Services was the most popular program among the youth 
interviewed. 

• Youth appreciated the opportunity to create their own music. 

• One youth described their experience in the program and how it fostered 
independence:

• “…when kids was rapping, the lady let me take control of it. And I was doing 
good. She was just telling me, "You're doing good at this" I was doing 
everything I like.” 
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Section 3: Opportunities for Individual 
Development

However, many youth told us that they participated in programs and education to 
stay busy or due to a lack of other options in the Hall.

• Youth shared that that the Hall rarely took youth input into account when they 
decided which programs to host.

• One youth explained this lack of youth input: 

• “They’ll never come ask our insight on what programs we want to do, nothing. 
It’s just they set up a program, they say that it’s a program coming through 
and we got to do it, because it’s expected for us to rehabilitate ourselves and 
that’s what the judge want to see for people like us to go home. “
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Section 3: Opportunities for Individual 
Development

On the quarantine unit, youth told us that there were no in person activities 
(programs, classes).

• Multiple youth in the quarantine unit described receiving a self-directed 
packet of educational materials, but no instruction. 

• Youth described the lack of in-person interaction as challenging.
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Section 4: Supportive Relationships With Family 
and Loved Ones
Warm, responsive family relationships are 
a fundamental resource throughout 
adolescence. For young people who are 
detained, continued access to positive 
family relationships is important. This is 
only possible through phone calls and 
visits.
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Section 4: Supportive Relationships With Family 
and Loved Ones

For phone calls, youth shared that the number of youth on the unit 
limited the amount of time they received for phone calls to family.

• One youth explained: 

• “It’s different the more people you have in the unit. Because if 
everybody ask for a phone call, they got to do certain time limits and 
stuff like that. But the smaller the unit, the more freedom you get.” 
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Section 4: Supportive Relationships With Family 
and Loved Ones

Youth described a few additional challenges with accessing phone calls, 
including

• difficulty reaching family (e.g., family availability outside phone call 
hours),

• phones located in common areas and not private, 

• needing points in merit system to access phone calls.
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Section 4: Supportive 
Relationships With 
Family and Loved Ones

Some youth shared that they had not yet had 
an in-person visit.

Reasons included

• short stays,

• waiting for permission to have a visit, and

• challenges with family members’ 
schedules. 
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Section 4: Supportive Relationships With Family 
and Loved Ones

Youth in the quarantine unit did not have access to in-person visits, but 
many shared that they wished they were possible. 

One young person suggested that the unit use more frequent testing to 
allow for in person visits: 

• “Yeah, I don’t get that because when we get here we get COVID tested 
and then still it come back negative. We still got to be here 10 days and 
they keep testing us, keep testing us and then the staff said they get 
tested only if they feel like that they have symptoms or something.”
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Section 4: Supportive Relationships With Family 
and Loved Ones

Youth identified an array of barriers to virtual visits:

• Logistics of tablet access, 

• Removal of tablet and virtual visit privileges, 

• Challenges with family schedules.

• One youth mentioned that their unit manager took away virtual visit 
privileges from their entire unit: 

• “No, we’re not allowed to have virtual visits. . . . One day, there was like . 
. . I don’t know, I forgot what happened, but the unit manager was like, . 
. . you guys can’t have visits virtually . . . for some reason.” 
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Section 5: Supportive Relationships With Other 
Caring Adults

Relationships with nonparental 
caring adults have been 
demonstrated to support positive 
developmental outcomes. In the 
context of juvenile detention, 
staff have the potential to foster 
such caring relationships with 
young people. 
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Section 5: Supportive Relationships With Other 
Caring Adults

Overall, many youth shared that they experienced respectful and caring 
relationships with some staff. 

• One youth shared that a staff member responded to an urgent 
situation quickly that made them feel cared for and supported. They 
said: 

• “Well, one staff, yesterday, he came to check on me. …. And I felt like 
somebody was there for me.”
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Section 5: Supportive Relationships With Other 
Caring Adults

• Another shared their perspective that most staff do care:

• “Majority of the staff, they actually care, and they want us to, I want to 
say, be as happy as you can be inside here. So they will try and make 
you comfortable and try strongly to work with you.”

40



|  A I R . O R G

Section 5: Supportive Relationships With Other 
Caring Adults

Youth opinions were split about whether staff were consistently fair in 
their relationships with youth.

Some youth agreed that everyone was treated the same, but others had 
witnessed differential treatment. 

• In an alarming example, one youth mentioned that staff treat Latinx 
youth worse: 

• “Yeah, some of them are racist too. They’re racist to Hispanics. A lot of 
them are racist to people that don’t speak English. They make fun of 
them, telling them to go back to their country, like, ‘I don’t know why 
you came here.’ They be talking crazy.” 
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Section 5: Supportive 
Relationships With 
Other Caring Adults

• Another area that youth saw unfair 
treatment was in terms of 
inconsistent application of rules and 
consequences.

• Some youth described the different 
ways staff favored some youth 
(including themselves) over others.
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Youth Recommendations
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Youth Recommendations: Meeting Basic Needs

• Improve food quality, specifically giving youth larger portion sizes, 
dietary accommodations, and better seasoning. 

• Increase young people’s access to higher quality hygiene products than 
the commonly used Bob Barker brand. 

• Provide better quality bed and bedding, especially for youth who 
experience pain when sleeping in the Hall, even if the current bedding 
meets Hall standards.

• Change Hall curfew from 8:30 p.m. to a later time. 

• Organize more trips and activities outside. 
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Youth Recommendations: Consistent Rules, 
Boundaries, and Positive Social Norms

• Identify alternative punishments to being sent to room. 

• Do not apply punishments to the entire group of youth for the actions of 
a few youth. 
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Youth Recommendations: Opportunities for 
Individual Development

• Seek youth input about their interests to inform programming. 

• Increase access to trade certificate and workforce programs that will provide 
young adults with concrete employment options upon release.

• Create more opportunities to access programming and educational services in 
the quarantine unit, whether virtually or by using daily testing to allow face-to-
face engagement. 
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Section 4: Supportive Relationships With Family 
and Loved Ones

• Allow more opportunities for phone calls. 

• Allow more opportunities for in-person visits. 

• Allow in-person visits in the quarantine unit. 

• Identify additional opportunities for social support and mental health 
promotion, especially for youth who experience less contact with supportive 
family members.
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Section 5: Supportive Relationships With Other 
Caring Adults

• Ensure adequate staffing to allow for greater flexibility in activities (e.g., leave 
the unit to go to the basketball court or go to the gym).

• Provide more support for staff. 

• Staff should not exhibit racist speech or actions. 
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Limitations
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Limitations
• Findings may not be generalizable beyond San Francisco Juvenile Hall.

• The degree of surveillance, which is legally required by the Hall, may have 
limited youth willingness to disclose their experiences with researchers. 

• In addition, we were not able to share the results directly with young people 
and get their feedback, or solicit additional recommendations from youth in 
that process.
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Closing
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Q & A

What questions can we answer for you?
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Methods
Purpose: Gather feedback from young people about their perspective of San Francisco 
Juvenile Hall programming, services, staff, and physical environment.

Semi-structured interview guide (Creswell, 2007).

• Predetermined interview questions

• Allow flexibility for order, phrasing, and number of questions

Open-ended interview questions (Maxwell, 2013; Nelson & Quintana, 2005)

• Youth were invited to share as much or little as they wished.

• Designed to solicit open-ended feedback on what is working well and what could be 
improved.
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Strategies for Interviews at 
San Francisco Juvenile Hall
Developmentally appropriate approaches (Arthur et al., 2017)

• The questions were at an age-appropriate reading level.

• The session length was 45 minutes.

• We built rapport and trust at the beginning of the interview (Woodgate et al., 
2020).

Cultural competence in practice

• Our project team has a diversity of backgrounds, lived experiences, and training.

• Our team has addressed potential for bias in the data collection tools and process.

• Our team has experience in qualitative approaches to elevate young people’s voices 
(Woodgate et al., 2020).
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Strategies for Interviews in 
Juvenile Hall
Trauma-informed approach to the data collection (Substance Abuse and Mental 
Health Services Administration, 2017).

• We designed the questions to offer choices for youth.

• We did not include sensitive or personal questions.

• We were aware of and provided options in the physical environment.
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Logistics
Parent consent

• For minors, AIR contacted parents approximately 24 hours before the interview.

How we recruited young people

• Juvenile Probation Department (JPD) placed AIR flyers around the Hall.

• AIR interviewers explained the project generally to all youth present.

• AIR interviewers were situated in a classroom on the unit:

– Individual youth could approach one on one to learn more.

– An open door meant youth could come in if they chose.

– AIR interviewers and individual youth were the only people in the space.

• Youth assent/consent:

– Youth learned about the interviews and decided whether to proceed.
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Interview Process
Interview process (approximately 45 minutes)

• AIR interviewer recorded interview audio. 

• AIR interviewer read all questions out loud.

• Youth shared their responses in as much detail as they chose.

• At the end of the interview, the interviewer turned off the audio recorder.

Confidentiality

• AIR interviewers did not share information with JPD, including those youth who 
assented or declined to be interviewed.

• Audio recordings do not include identifying information (or if any was mentioned by 
the youth, it was stripped by AIR prior to analysis).
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Section 3: Opportunities for 
Individual Development

• Many youth shared that they liked 
the Beat Within Program for:

• Offering snacks as a reward for 
completion

• Being relatively easy to complete

• A couple of youth also liked a 
program where an adult with prior 
justice involvement shared their 
experiences and how they changed 
their life for the better after 
incarceration. 
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Providing Consistent Rules, Boundaries, and 
Positive Social Norms – Grievance Process

Most youth had not filed a grievance.

Some youth directly addressed any issues with staff themselves, instead of 
using the grievance process.

Most of the youth who were asked about their beliefs about the grievance 
process believed it was ineffective. 

Examples: 

Several youth believed grievances would not be resolved quickly. 

Several youth felt that staff would not use their feedback to improve the 
Hall. 
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