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Research Article
J U V E N I L E S ’  R I G H T  T O  C O U N S E L

Law reform to deliver legal services and 
reduce justice by geography

Barry C. Feld 
Shelly Schaefer
U n i v e r s i t y  o f  M i n n e s o t a

Research Summary
The U.S. Supreme Court in  granted delinquents the right to counsel in juvenile 
courts. Decades after , efforts to provide adequate defense representation in juvenile 
courts have failed in most states. Moreover, juvenile justice administration varies with 
structural context and produces justice-by-geography. In 1995, Minnesota enacted juvenile 
law reforms, which include mandatory appointment of counsel. This pre- and post-reform 
legal impact study compares how juvenile courts processed youths before and after the statu-
tory changes. We assess how legal changes affected the delivery of defense services and how 
implementation varied with urban, suburban, and rural context. 

Policy Implications
We report inconsistent judicial compliance with the mandate to appoint counsel. Despite 
unambiguous legislative intent, rates of representation improved for only one category of 
offenders. However, we find a positive reduction in justice by geography, especially in rural 
courts. Given judicial resistance to procedural reforms, states must find additional strategies 
to provide counsel in juvenile courts.
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Findings and Analyses
Petitions Filed in Juvenile Courts

F I G U R E  1 

Minnesota Juvenile Delinquency & Status O!ense Filings, 1994–1999

Source. Minnesota Supreme Court, Research and Planning O!ce, State Court Administration, Statistical Highlights Minnesota State 
Courts, 1994–1999.
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T A B L E  3 

Race Descriptives
 1994 1999
  N % N %

Overall race descriptives    
 White 10,910 36.0 16,672 42.3
 Black 1,542 5.1 3,791 9.6
 Native American 947 3.1 1,157 2.9
 Hispanic 142 0.5 1,025 2.6
 Asian/South Paci"c 376 1.2 624 1.6
 Unknown Race 16,353 54.0 16,100 40.9
 Total 30,270  39,369 

Attorney presence by race    
 White 3,390 29.6 4,802 37.4
 Black 770 6.7 1,483 11.6
 Native American 364 3.2 438 3.4
 Hispanic 64 0.6 435 3.4
 Asian/South Paci"c 154 1.3 248 1.9
 Unknown Race 6,708 58.6 5,431 42.3
 Total 11,450  12,837 

counties.

her parents.
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T A B L E  4

Predicting Attorney Presence at Disposition
 Model I Model II Model III
 (1994) (1999) (1994 and 1999)
 B Exp(B) B Exp(B) B Exp(B)

O#ense characteristics      
Misdemeanor (vs. felony) –1.073*** .342 .145** 1.156 1.057*** .347
 (.035)  (.046)  (.035) 
Petty/ status (vs. felony) –2.053*** .128 –1.728 .178 –2.012*** .134

 (.042)  (.032)  (.041) 
Priors      

One to two priors (vs. no priors) .622*** 1.863 .410*** 1.506 .504*** 1.656
 (.031)  (.028)  (.021) 
Three to four priors (vs. no priors) .913*** 2.493 .781*** 2.183 .837*** 2.309
 (.048)  (.040)  (.031) 
Five or more priors (vs. no priors) 1.085*** 2.96 .939*** 2.558 .998*** 2.712

 (.058)  (.042)  (.034) 
Geographical location      

Suburban (vs. urban) .162*** 1.176 .297*** 1.345 .191*** 1.211
 (.037)  (.035)  (.036) 
Rural (vs. urban) –1.182*** .307 –.192*** .826 –1.150*** .316

 (.036)  (.036)  (.034) 
Demographic characteristics      

Age –.075*** .307 –.192*** .826 –1.150*** .316
 (.036)  (.036)  (.034) 
Male (vs. female) .134*** 1.144 .287*** 1.332 .223*** 1.25
 (.031)  (.027)  (.2) 
Black (vs. White) –.131* .877 .250*** 1.284 .122*** 1.13
 (.064)  (.045)  (.037) 
Native American (vs. White) .122 1.13 .185** 1.203 .158* 1.171
 (.078)  (.071)  (.053) 
Latin American (vs. White) .239 1.27 .576*** 1.778 .517*** 1.677
 (.188)  (.075)  (.069) 
Asian (vs. White) .612*** 1.844 .484*** 1.622 .528*** 1.695
 (.199)  (.093)  (.073) 
Unknown (vs. White) .451*** 1.57 .439*** 1.55 .451*** 1.569

 (.030)  (.028)  (.020) 
Year (1 = 1999) — — — — –.504*** .604
     (.051) 
Year*suburban — — — — .065 1.067
     (.048) 
Year*rural — — — — .913*** 2.492
     (.046) 
Year*misdemeanor — — — — 1.195*** 3.305
     (.058) 
Year*petty/status o#ense — — — — .272***
     –.052 1.313
Constant 1.582*** 4.864 1.725*** 5.615 1.198*** 6.805
 (.123)  (.119)  (.089) 
Chi-square (df) 6,795.635***  6,942.746***  13,844.002*** 
 (14)  (14)  (19) 
–2LL 32,919.600  42,229.947  75,247.427 

*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p  < .001.
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