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Community engagement is an important aspect of adolescent 
substance abuse treatment and an essential component of the 
Juvenile Drug Court/Reclaiming Futures (JDC/RF) pro-
gram. Community organizations contribute to the program-
and system-level planning and decision-making process of 
the juvenile drug court, bringing an outside perspective to 
juvenile justice. In addition, collaborations build a network 
of community resources that youth and their families can 
draw upon when they transition out of the program. Yet ef-
fectively engaging collaborators, achieving formalized com-
munity partnerships, and creating strong community 
linkages is challenging. This article uses data from the Na-
tional Cross-Site Evaluation of Juvenile Drug Courts and 
Reclaiming Futures to examine how JDC/RF programs work 
to attain community engagement goals and effectively trans-
late community engagement into their operations, processes, 
and programming. 

THE CENTERS FOR DISEASE CONTROL and Prevention 
(CDC) and the Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry 
define community engagement as “the process of working collabora-
tively with and through groups of people affiliated by geographic 
proximity, special interest or similar situations to address issues af-
fecting the well-being of those people.” These two national organiza-
tions also call for community engagement as a basis for any campaign 
that is aimed at improving public health (Clinical and Translational 
Science Awards Consortium’s Community Engagement Key Func-
tion Committee [CTSA Committee], 2011). 
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Substance use among youth is one such public health concern that 
can be better addressed by communities working collaboratively. By 
participating in community, service, faith-based, vocational, or extra-
curricular activities, justice-involved youth have opportunities to 
build positive relationships with adults and peers, participate in skill-
building activities, and take on leadership roles (Hansen, Larson, & 
Dworkin, 2003; Nissen, 2011). Further, they are less likely to engage 
in antisocial behavior, substance abuse, and gang activity or other 
crimes, and to attain higher academic achievement (Hyman, 2002; 
Mahoney & Stattin, 2000). Research suggests that youth engagement 
in community and prosocial activities acts as a protective factor 
against substance abuse relapse and criminal recidivism for those who 
have been involved in the juvenile justice system and/or substance 
abuse treatment (Elder, Leaver-Dunn, Wang, Nagy, & Green, 2000; 
Henggeler et al., 2006; Mackenzie & Brame, 2001; Xue, Zimmerman, 
& Caldwell, 2007). Through a positive youth development approach, 
community engagement can enhance youths’ abilities and competen-
cies by exposing them to supportive and empowering environments 
that foster skill-building and horizon-broadening experiences (Roth & 
Brooks-Gunn, 2003). 

To be most successful, collaborations should consist of a represen-
tation of multiple domains including, but not limited to, juvenile jus-
tice, treatment, schools, businesses, recreational, and the faith-based 
community (CTSA Committee, 2011). In a 2011 practice guide devel-
oped by the National Evaluation and Technical Assistance Center for 
the Education of Children and Youth Who Are Neglected, Delinquent, 
or At-Risk,1 Gonsoulin and Read discuss the importance of interagen-
cy collaboration: 

When child-serving agencies communicate and work with each 
other, and are committed to coordinating services and supports 
for the youth and families they serve, they become part of a 
more integrated system. Such a system may prove more 

1 Now the Technical Assistance Center for the Education of Neglected or Delinquent 
Children and Youth. 
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efficient and effective than one in which child welfare, juvenile 
justice, education, and related agencies work in silos. (p. 10) 

Both juvenile drug courts and Reclaiming Futures (RF) have rec-
ognized this need for community engagement to enable substance-
abusing, justice-involved youth to successfully complete treatment 
programs and transition back into their communities.  

THE JUVENILE DRUG COURT:  
STRATEGIES IN PRACTICE 

Juvenile Drug Court: Strategies in Practice (JDC:SIP) delineates 
16 strategies that juvenile drug courts should use to implement and 
operate a drug court that is tailored specifically to addressing the 
needs of adolescents (Dennis, Baumer, & Stevens, 2016; National 
Drug Court Institute [NDCI] & National Council of Juvenile and 
Family Court Judges [NCJFCJ], 2003). Community engagement ap-
pears as a central element in 7 of the 16 strategies (1, 2, 6, 7, 10, 13, 
and 15; see Table 1). 

As outlined in the JDC:SIP monograph (NDCI & NCJFCJ, 2003), 
the first strategy, Collaborative Planning, entails the incorporation of 
organizations and individuals typically not involved in juvenile jus-
tice and court process. In this strategy, juvenile justice personnel, in-
cluding the evaluator or specialists in management information 
systems, are to work with relevant representatives from schools, 
treatment providers, and community-based organizations in facilitat-
ing a form of jurisprudence that is responsive to the unique needs of 
individual youth and focused on social and familial reintegration. 
Strategy 2, Teamwork, reiterates the importance of and need for col-
laboration between the drug courts and a diverse range of community 
stakeholders and agencies, particularly those that represent the popu-
lations served by the system. This strategy further states that to func-
tion successfully, work teams must maintain a spirit of solidarity and 
cooperation throughout the development of the juvenile drug court 
(JDC) program. 

Community engagement extends beyond internal community rep-
resentation in the drug court process to support youth postadjudication. 
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TABLE 3 
COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT–RELATED 

JUVENILE DRUG COURT STRATEGIES 

Strategy Description 

1. Collaborative Planning Engage all stakeholders in creating an 
interdisciplinary, coordinated, and systemic 
approach to working with youth and their families. 

2. Teamwork Develop and maintain an interdisciplinary, 
nonadversarial work team. 

6. Community Partnerships Build partnerships with community organizations 
to expand the range of opportunities available to 
youth and their families. 

7. Comprehensive Treatment 
Planning 

Tailor interventions to the complex and varied 
needs of youth and their families. 

10. Cultural Competence Create policies and procedures that are 
responsive to cultural differences and train 
personnel to be culturally competent. 

13. Educational Linkages Coordinate with the school system to ensure that 
each participant enrolls in and attends an 
educational program that is appropriate to his or 
her needs. 

15. Goal-Oriented Incentives 
and Sanctions 

Respond to compliance and noncompliance with 
incentives and sanctions that are designed to 
reinforce or modify the behavior of youth and their 
families. 

Note: Adapted from Juvenile Drug Courts: Strategies in Practice, National Drug Court Institute 
& National Council of Juvenile and Family Court Judges, 2003, Rockville, MD: Bureau of Jus-
tice Assistance (https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/bja/197866.pdf). 

Strategy 6, Community Partnerships, encourages court teams to estab-
lish connections with local agencies, businesses, councils, and service 
organizations that could provide recreational, educational, and social 
opportunities for youth and their families. Strategy 7, Comprehensive 
Treatment Planning, states that these partnerships should be leveraged 
to create ancillary programs, such as vocational training, literacy tu-
toring, mentoring, and community service opportunities to assist 
youth in cultivating social and life skills. As emphasized by Strategy 
13, Educational Linkages, educational programs are particularly sig-
nificant in preparing youth for productive and meaningful careers. 
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Planning and operational teams are thus advised to forge connections 
with representatives from local education systems, including teachers, 
principals, and superintendents to stay informed of a given drug 
court–involved youth’s academic and/or vocational progress.  

Community resources can be used in creating incentives and sanc-
tions to foster a sense of motivation and responsibility among JDC 
participants. Strategy 15, Goal-Oriented Incentives and Sanctions, rec-
ommends JDCs invite local businesses to donate goods and services 
that can be offered to youth as rewards for productive behavior; alter-
natively, civic organizations can assist in promoting personal account-
ability by providing community service opportunities. 

The related processes of selecting organizations for potential col-
laboration and identifying and providing complementary services 
must be informed by cultural awareness. Strategy 10, Cultural Com-
petence, stipulates that to be effective, partner organizations and col-
lateral programs must reflect the diversity of the client population. 
Thus, in simultaneously broadening its scope and tailoring its activity 
through community partnerships, comprehensive treatment planning, 
educational linkages, incentives, and cultural competence, the court 
becomes more effective in holistically addressing client needs, ex-
panding the range of provided services, and generating a network of 
community support for the youth and families served. 

Success indictors for JDCs that subscribe to the JDC:SIP frame-
work include implementation of interagency collaborative planning, 
involvement of stakeholders in decision-making processes, institu-
tionalization of model practices, and full implementation of the 16 
strategies, including building strong community partnerships (van 
Wormer & Lutze, 2010). 

Reclaiming Futures 

Reclaiming Futures is a systems integration and change model ap-
proach to bridge gaps in services and to address the unmet needs of 
substance-using youth in the juvenile justice system (Dennis et al., 
2016; Nissen, Butts, Merrigan, & Kraft, 2006; Solovitch, 2010). Com-
munity engagement is a tenet of RF and part of its overarching ap-
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proach; it emphasizes coordination and inclusion of stakeholders to 
“commit to shared goals developed across previously fragmented sys-
tems, and to finding ways to address these collectively” (Nissen & 
Kraft, 2007, p. 62). The RF model has been shown to improve out-
comes for juveniles and their families by linking community system re-
forms, substance abuse treatment, and community engagement to break 
the cycle of drug use and crime (Altschuler, 2011; Nissen, 2011). 

To enhance community involvement, a critical component of RF 
is a leadership team responsible for implementing the six steps of the 
RF model (Reclaiming Futures, “How the Model Works,” n.d.) and 
working together to integrate justice, service, and community organi-
zation systems to better serve the needs of youth. Each leadership team 
consists of five “fellows”: a project director, a judge, a justice repre-
sentative (e.g., probation officer, court administrator), a representative 
from the treatment sector, and a community member. The role of the 
community fellow is extensive and includes bringing a community 
perspective to the table and to the decision-making process. The com-
munity fellow also plays a vital role in identifying community agen-
cies for collaboration and creating linkages that will be necessary for 
youth as they transition out of the program. This fellow is also key to 
bringing awareness of RF to the larger community. “The right com-
munity leader can make [the] RF initiative a true success” (Reclaiming 
Futures, “A Team of Leaders,” n.d.). 

In addition to having community engagement as part of the over-
arching approach to RF, creating community partnerships and working 
collaboratively is specifically outlined in two of the six steps, Service 
Coordination and Transition. Service Coordination emphasizes that 
service plans should be both comprehensive and individualized to meet 
the needs of each youth. Among other services, these plans should in-
clude treatment services, prosocial activities, and education services. 
Service plans need to be family driven, yet developed and coordinated 
by community teams, and should incorporate community-based re-
sources. Transition is the RF step when youth withdraw from formal 
engagement with the juvenile justice and substance abuse treatment 
agencies and return to life without court involvement. As described on 
the Reclaiming Futures website, 
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To stay crime-free and drug-free after completing probation, 
teens need mentors and other caring adults in their lives. They 
also need help finishing school, finding a job, and getting 
involved in activities like the arts, sports, and community 
service that help them learn the social skills [needed] to 
succeed in life. (Reclaiming Futures, “The Problem,” n.d.)  

In an article discussing the foundations of the Reclaiming Futures 
model, Nissen and Merrigan (2011) discuss community engagement: “If 
the community does not offer youth routes to longer-term opportunity 
such as ongoing access to education and other types of meaningful, 
productive involvement, then a life is not reclaimed” (p. S7). 

The JDC/RF Initiative 

Community engagement is an integral component of the JDC/RF 
federal initiative, in which JDCs were funded to integrate the 
JDC:SIP and RF models (see Greene, Kagan, Ostlie, & Davis, 2016 
[this volume]) into their existing JDCs. Community engagement is 
called for at multiple junctures of the program, as has already been 
described for both the JDC:SIP and RF models. In addition, the JDCs 
that received funding under this initiative were charged with conven-
ing “change teams.” This team would include all five fellows from 
the RF leadership team in addition to other community representa-
tives. JDC/RF programs in this initiative were encouraged to partner 
with faith, business, mentoring, or youth leadership organizations, 
and to include youth and families in these teams. 

Additionally, JDCs were required to hire a coordinator for the 
team who would be responsible for implementing the RF model to es-
tablish an integrated system of care for youth (Department of Health 
and Human Services [DHHS], 2009). Youth who enroll in the 
JDC/RF programs often have multiple issues that need to be ad-
dressed in addition to substance use and criminality (e.g., mental 
health and educational issues). Thus, having a coordinated system of 
care with multiple service organizations working together to address 
the needs of youth results in better outcomes than having youth re-
ceive services from siloed systems. By integrating RF into JDCs, the 
juvenile justice and treatment systems are encouraged to invite the 
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community to help reclaim youth by providing additional services and 
engaging them in new and positive opportunities (DHHS, 2009). 

The approach to community engagement for the JDC/RF grantees 
is two-pronged. First, working in partnership with community organi-
zations enables grantees to collaboratively create a system of care for 
youth and families, with the community contributing to the program- 
and system-level planning and decision making. Engaging the com-
munity in JDC/RF programs brings outside perspectives into the 
change team and allows the JDCs to approach juvenile justice through 
a truly community-based approach. 

Community engagement at this level may also help reduce the 
stigma associated with juvenile justice by exposing community mem-
bers to the “human side” of the system. In addition, JDC programs 
engaging with the community foster more relationships between the 
JDC and active community resources (e.g., gyms, mentoring pro-
grams), giving youth and families access to a wider array of support 
services and activities while helping the court sustain more services 
without relying on grant funding. 

Second, a network of community partners is built, which youth and 
families can engage with when they transition out of the program. 
However, it is unrealistic to expect youth to be able to seek out and 
connect with these resources on their own; this is why it is necessary to 
successfully link the youth to these community entities while they are 
still enrolled in the program. Successful linkage can be facilitated when 
collaboration exists between the JDC and the community organization. 
Programs are encouraged to begin building this infrastructure early on 
so that youth are engaged and linked to the community during the ser-
vice engagement and can thus more easily transition out of care. 

However, despite the many advantages, there are barriers to en-
gaging the community in JDC programs: First, identifying community 
resources/partners and establishing mechanisms to formally connect 
with those partners pose one set of challenges (Nissen, 2011; Tappin 
& McGlashan, 2007). Second, funding and resources are also often a 
concern, both when attempting to engage partners with the court and 
when linking youth to community services (Tappin & McGlashan, 
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2007). Research on related interventions in the juvenile justice system 
has found that limited resources can also pose a challenge to engaging 
community organizations in project planning if potential partners 
cannot allocate staff time to build these connections (Barton, 2006). 
Third, potential partners may also be reluctant to work with JDC 
youth, or with JDC/RF programs in general, because they perceive 
court-involved youth as difficult or dangerous due to the stigma asso-
ciated with juvenile justice and substance use (Belenko & Dembo, 
2003; Nissen, 2011). Finally, even when resources are available and 
partners are actively engaged, juvenile drug courts must successfully 
link individual youth (or families) with specific community partners.  

To better serve the needs of substance-abusing, justice-involved 
youth, it is important to understand in more detail how juvenile drug 
courts implementing the RF model engage community stakeholders, 
what barriers and challenges they face, and what effective strategies 
enable them to overcome these challenges and achieve successful 
community engagement. That is the focus of the current study, which 
is a substudy of the National Cross-Site Evaluation of Juvenile Drug 
Courts and Reclaiming Futures (JDC/RF National Evaluation). This 
article presents findings from the study, analyzing the community en-
gagement experience of juvenile drug courts that implemented the in-
tegrated JDC/RF model, and suggests promising practices—not 
causal relationships between community engagement and program 
outcomes—for juvenile drug courts. 

METHODS 

To explore JDC/RF evaluation sites’ experiences with community 
engagement and community partnerships, this study utilized in-depth 
individual interviews and observations of change team meetings. In-
terviewees described specific strategies their site used to engage the 
community, as well as successes and challenges they encountered 
when attempting to collaborate with local agencies and individuals. 
They also offered recommendations for improvement. Data collected 
through observations of the meetings were used to substantiate these 
findings. Study measures and procedures were reviewed and ap-
proved by the University of Arizona’s Institutional Review Board 
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(IRB). The current study is not an experimental or quasi-experimental 
design, as recommended by the National Association of Drug Court 
Professionals (2015). 

Sample 

From 2012 to 2014, the evaluation team conducted in-depth indi-
vidual interviews annually and twice per year observed change team 
meetings at five JDC/RF evaluation sites. Across the five evaluation 
sites, qualitative analysts conducted a total of 52 semi-structured, one-
on-one interviews with 29 individuals, all of whom provided in-
formed consent. Nine interviewees were replaced over the duration of 
the evaluation because they left their position or did not respond to 
evaluator requests for an interview. Interviewees were offered remu-
neration for their participation. 

Additional qualitative data were collected through observation 
and audio recordings of change team meetings during the biannual 
visits to each evaluation site. Depending on the grant-funding period 
and the University of Arizona’s IRB approvals, the number of obser-
vations varied between three and five per site (one or two per year), 
for a total of 18 observations across the five sites. The individual in-
terviews and the change team meeting observations were conducted 
during the second, third, and fourth years of the grant-funded project 
period for three of the evaluation sites and during the third and fourth 
years for the other two sites.  

Procedure 

To select participants for individual interviews, the evaluation 
team collected rosters of all staff and partners affiliated with the 
JDC/RF evaluation site. Rosters were categorized into four sub-
groups, and individuals were then randomly selected to interview 
from these groups: administration (e.g., project directors, court ad-
ministrators), community (e.g., community fellows, social service 
caseworkers), justice (e.g., attorneys, judges, probation officers), and 
treatment (e.g., substance abuse and mental health providers).  
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Interviews were conducted both in person and by telephone. Thir-
ty-seven interviews that could not be scheduled during the site visit 
were conducted by phone. Forty-six of the 52 interviews were audio-
recorded. Recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim by one per-
son on the research team, and then a random sample of the transcripts 
was checked for quality assurance purposes, resulting in 98% accura-
cy. Interviewees were asked questions from a semi-structured direct 
question interview guide developed for the JDC/RF National Evalua-
tion. The categories of questions pertained to the usefulness of screen-
ing and assessment tools, availability of youth services and resources, 
systemwide collaboration, successes and challenges of implementing 
an integrated JDC/RF model, and recommendations to improve the 
matching of youth to appropriate services. Demographic data were 
not collected from research participants.  

The evaluation team observed naturally occurring change team 
meetings to record meeting content and patterns of interaction among 
and between the four subsystems (administration, judicial/justice, 
substance abuse treatment, and community). All meeting participants 
agreed to observation by providing informed consent. Nine of the 20 
observed meetings were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim. 
The other meetings were not recorded because all participants did not 
consent to audio recordings. The evaluation team took detailed notes 
of interviews and meetings where participants did not consent to re-
cording. 

All interviews were deductively coded (Lewins & Silver, 2007), 
using Atlas.ti, a computer-assisted qualitative data analysis program. 
The codebook generated to analyze these data contained 46 codes and 
was based largely on the 11 research questions of interest for the 
JDC/RF National Evaluation, the 16 strategies of the JDC:SIP (NDCI 
& NCJFCJ, 2003), and the six steps of the RF model (Nissen et al., 
2006; Reclaiming Futures, “How the Model Works,” n.d.) to look for 
evidence of implementation of these two models. For the present 
study, codes that related to “community” (e.g., community context, 
community partnerships) were then analyzed to determine partici-
pants’ understandings about their programs’ existing community part-
nerships, their local community culture, barriers to community 
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involvement, strategies currently employed to engage community, and 
suggestions for increasing community engagement. 

Change team meeting data underwent two stages of analysis. First, 
meeting transcripts were coded line by line for specific quotes that re-
lated to the JDC/RF model, utilizing the 46 codes (consistent with those 
used for the interviews) that were relevant to the meeting discussions. 
Second, the evaluation team generated a detailed summary for each of 
these meetings describing major agenda items discussed and interac-
tions between participants. These summaries were coded for evidence 
of collaboration, community engagement, and recommendations for 
improvement, as well as other themes related to the JDC/RF model that 
emerged in the data. Summaries were then integrated with the findings 
related to these codes in the individual interviews to gain a broader un-
derstanding of how juvenile drug courts that have implemented Re-
claiming Futures engaged with their communities. 

RESULTS 

The Value of  Community Engagement 

Nearly all JDC/RF study participants who were interviewed de-
scribed efforts by their JDC/RF team to cultivate and sustain sys-
temwide collaboration consistent with the JDC/RF model. 
Participants emphasized that effective collaboration within the juve-
nile court system (e.g., JDC/RF team, detention, treatment providers, 
case management) expanded their capacity to address youth needs. 
Participants who were involved in the JDC prior to the JDC/RF im-
plementation explained that while their site had at least a minimal 
level of community engagement before the JDC/RF grant, staff in the 
program were subsequently more dedicated to expanding community 
participation. 

More specifically, community engagement was perceived as a 
valuable asset to expand resources, knowledge, and court capacity 
and to increase potential sustainability for JDC/RF programs. First, 
community collaboration was perceived as an effective means of ex-
panding available resources that directly benefited youth and their 
families during JDC/RF program participation. Community partners 
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could augment existing internal JDC/RF resources by utilizing their 
professional networks to increase access to needed youth services in 
the community (e.g., mentoring, prosocial activities, job training). 
“I’m a collaborator,” one interviewee from the community explained. 
“I’m the collector of people. I don’t know every service that’s availa-
ble, I don’t know every process. But I know somebody who does. 
That’s all I need.”  

Second, participants described the way community involvement 
expanded the knowledge base of the JDC/RF team by bringing in 
community partners with a diverse range of expertise. Court person-
nel who were interviewed explained that community representatives 
contributed different perspectives and knowledge of additional re-
sources that was advantageous for addressing difficult juvenile cases:  

We have a woman who is housed here, but she works for 
the [name of community organization], who…is trying to 
help hook us up with money and…helping us walk through 
certain things as far as getting the kid…Medicaid and stuff 
like that. 

Third, participants reported that additional community providers 
enhanced the court’s capacity to provide individualized services for 
JDC/RF participants, particularly for specialized resources (e.g., 
trauma counseling, dual diagnosis, gender-specific treatment, LGBTQ 
programming). For example, in counties with diverse populations, 
working with local community organizations increased access to cul-
turally specific services (e.g., resource centers that work primarily 
with Native American populations). Additionally, community agen-
cies could provide services for youth and their families in areas be-
yond the capacity of the JDC/RF program. For example, participants 
reported that external agencies provided a range of direct assistance to 
families, such as paying household bills, providing Thanksgiving din-
ner for youth and their families, and offering substance abuse treat-
ment for parents. Participants also indicated that increasing their 
community partnerships expanded their ability to appropriately match 
youth to clinicians or mentors based on individual needs or prefer-
ences (e.g., demographics, location). 
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Fourth and finally, community engagement was perceived as val-
uable for its potential to increase access to alternative funding 
streams, and thus bolster sustainability. Those participants who were 
concerned with the financial feasibility of the JDC/RF program (e.g., 
administrators, judges) valued community connections as a way to in-
crease sustainability (e.g., community partners with access to grant 
funding). As one judicial official explained, “Well, community organ-
izations, their involvement is important because it gives us elasticity. 
It gives us redundancies. It gives us the ability to weather budget 
shortfalls or hiccupping in funding.” 

Barriers to Positive Community Engagement 

Participants also described barriers to positive community en-
gagement—challenges that precede a juvenile drug court’s initial at-
tempts to engage their communities. For example, if the larger 
community culture does not or cannot support substance-free living, it 
may be difficult for a JDC to positively engage the community, or 
undesirable to even attempt to do so. Five categories of barriers to 
community engagement were identified in the data set: (1) normative 
drug use in the community, (2) stigma associated with JDC youth, (3) 
staff turnover, (4) limited community resources, and (5) community 
economic factors.  

Normative Drug Use in the Community  

Participants from the majority of sites reported that their local 
community culture, in which drug use was a norm, was a significant 
barrier to successful community engagement. When drug use is nor-
mative for families of youth and for the larger community, it becomes 
difficult to positively engage the community in JDC/RF programs. 
Participants expressed concern that this causes a mismatch in the 
messages about drug use that youth receive from JDC/RF compared 
to those from their home and community environments. Additionally, 
participants discussed that the normative drug use in the community 
ensures abundant access to drugs and potentially greater temptation 
for youth to use.  
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Two sites in the study were located in states facing the legaliza-
tion of recreational marijuana use at the time of data collection. Par-
ticipants from these sites expressed particular unease because they felt 
the norms of the community stood in opposition to the messages and 
practices of the court. One interviewee foresaw difficulties the 
JDC/RF program could face: 

The genie has been let out of the bottle, and I don’t know. 
We’re going to have to adapt. We’re going to have to adapt 
our practices to the norms of the community, and the big 
thing now is, these kids have role models, they have parents, 
family members, everybody smokes pot. 

In both communities where marijuana was and was not undergo-
ing legalization, participants cited normative drug use in the area as a 
significant barrier to community engagement. 

Stigma Associated with JDC Youth  

Stigma against court-involved youth was also discussed by partic-
ipants as part of local community culture that impeded community 
partnerships. Three of the five sites brought up issues of community 
members’ fear of and discomfort with JDC/RF youth. For example, 
one interviewee shared the following: 

They’re not very welcoming to our clientele. A lot of the 
churches do have an older generation, as major people that 
are involved with the churches, that are involved in the deci-
sion making, and they just aren’t willing to really give these 
kids a chance, just because of whatever their experience has 
been with poverty, youth in poverty, or youth that have been 
on probation in the past. So they just haven’t been very wel-
coming to it.…A lot of them…say that they’re scared of 
them. 

At another site an interviewee shared similar sentiments: “The 
mentors themselves are scared of working with our kids, or they just, 
the kids are labeled.” The interviewer followed up by asking, “Are 
they worried about theft, or are they worried about violence?” The re-
ply was “Both.” 
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Staff Turnover  

The JDC/RF model requires intensive collaboration internally 
within the change team and externally with youth-serving treatment 
providers. Staff turnover in either of these areas can create significant 
barriers to positive community engagement. One site suggested that, 
internally, judicial turnover was a particular challenge: 

I think change is difficult for everybody, and so we went from 
one judge to another judge. And then there were issues before 
Reclaiming Futures, and then all of a sudden…another judge 
came on. I think…the transition was kind of difficult in the 
beginning, but once we realized…that we’re working together 
as a team, there haven’t been any issues. 

In addition, interviewees also spoke to the common experience of 
staff turnover at provider sites. These shifts could often inhibit drug 
courts from making effective and timely referrals. As one participant 
noted, 

It takes a long time to get a referral made, to get an initial 
intake set. There’s a large turnover of providers, so having… 
employees that you can keep who are invested in the 
program, who love what they did and were not just hopping 
from one job to the next, that would be fantastic. 

Limited Community Resources 

Participants across all evaluation sites described practical chal-
lenges that their JDC/RF programs faced in recruiting and sustaining 
community involvement to enhance matching youth to community re-
sources and services. Often cited were gaps in community resources 
for particular types of services or populations. While participants 
generally felt that their court had adequate access to the most essential 
services to operate the JDC (e.g., substance abuse treatment, educa-
tional support), when asked about available resources almost all de-
scribed specialized services that they thought were lacking in their 
community for specific populations (e.g., LGBTQ youth, undocu-
mented families, treatment for youth over the age of 18) and for spe-
cific services (e.g., foster placement, residential treatment, mental 
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health and dual-diagnosis services, adult substance abuse treatment, 
housing, prosocial activities). Lack of service organizations was a 
particularly salient barrier for sites in rural areas. Without appropriate 
resources in their county, youth either went without needed services 
or were required to leave the community to obtain them. Even at other 
sites where adequate organizations were in place, barriers existed to 
providing services to those in need. One metropolitan area experi-
enced such rapid growth that the community organizations could not 
meet the growing demand for youth services. 

Community Economic Factors 

Economic circumstances influenced the extent of community in-
volvement. For example, public schools taxed by state-level funding 
cuts were unable to send school representatives to change team meet-
ings, and this decreased linkages between JDC/RF programs and 
youth education. For example, one participant remarked,  

Although they’ve been invited in the past, they’ve been in at-
tendance sporadically. Getting somebody from the schools 
involved in this process has been difficult. I’m sure you 
know [the state] spends less per student on our kids than 
most of the states in the Union. We’re pretty pathetic. And 
so our schools are stretched pretty thin. They’re under-
staffed. That may contribute to it, but we don’t have a lot of 
school involvement in the drug court. 

Additionally, during the economic downturn, nonprofit communi-
ty organizations discontinued specific services and were less likely to 
collaborate due to limited resources. 

Strategies for Success in Overcoming  
Challenges to Community Engagement  

JDC/RF program staff described efforts by their courts to improve 
community engagement and reported successes and challenges with 
their endeavors. Over the course of JDC/RF implementation, partici-
pants across all evaluation sites described similar strategies their pro-
grams devised to increase community involvement. While most 
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participants were enthusiastic about the progress made to involve the 
community in their JDC/RF program, at the end of the evaluation cy-
cle the consensus was that community engagement remained “an on-
going conversation” and a “work in progress.” Many discussed areas 
of challenges and offered related strategies to improve community en-
gagement. Two overarching strategies that emerged in the data with 
regard to community engagement challenges faced by the sites ad-
dressed general approaches—(1) prioritize community engagement, 
and (2) assemble a committed JDC/RF team—while two other strate-
gies addressed more specific approaches: (3) increase JDC/RF pro-
gram visibility in the community, and (4) identify, engage, and 
maintain community partners. 

Prioritize Community Engagement 

First, participants recommended prioritizing community engage-
ment in the implementation of JDC/RF as a way to improve the link 
between JDC/RF and the community. During interviews and change 
team meetings, participants discussed the importance of having com-
munity engagement efforts at the forefront of the JDC/RF program. 
As one interviewee noted, 

I think unfortunately our work has been looking at family 
engagement, community engagement as an afterthought… 
after everything else is in place. Sometimes I think that may-
be…we should have had family engagement, community 
engagement at the forefront. And if we had done that, then 
maybe we’d be further along in getting more engagement 
from the community, more engagement from the families to 
allow our young people to be successful. So I continue push-
ing to see how we can put that at the forefront, and not as an 
afterthought. 

However, prioritizing community engagement requires sufficient 
resources, particularly staff time, to accomplish community outreach. 
Participants recommended increasing the JDC/RF staff capacity to of-
fer person-to-person referrals (i.e., active linking process) to enhance 
their site’s ability to cultivate and sustain community connections and 
to improve the site’s ability to match youth to appropriate services. 
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Additional personnel were seen as important in two ways: First, 
additional staff in case management would reduce the number of 
youth on each caseload and allow staff to spend more time cultivating 
relationships with community providers. Second, people in case man-
agement capacities could help youth or their families connect to ser-
vices in the community and navigate difficult bureaucratic systems. 
For example, case managers could set up and attend a family meeting 
with the community housing authority or transport a youth to a hip-
hop class and introduce her or him to the instructor. Other shifts in 
staffing could achieve this same end. For example, a probation officer 
with fewer youth to supervise could potentially devote more time to 
seeking out specialized prosocial activities tailored to the youth’s in-
terest. One interviewee summed up the thoughts of many participants 
that effective community engagement requires resources: 

You know, I have been doing this kind of work for a long 
time [laughs]. And so we always say, “Oh, well let’s just 
volunteer. Let’s just do this with them.” But the fact is, you 
need staff. You need support staff that are making this stuff 
get done. 

Additionally, community engagement is more easily prioritized if 
JDC/RF leadership sets the focus and positive tone as precedence for 
the team. Judges and magistrates were viewed as instrumental in cul-
tivating JDC/RF team collaboration and in championing a philosophy 
that tailored services to youth interests, needs, and strengths. As one 
participant noted, 

I think we [need] someone taking the lead. And I think the 
court needs to be in the lead position to focus in on provid-
ing [help to] youth and families to deal with their dysfunc-
tion in their lives—to set the tone. 

Participants perceived that an engaged and committed judicial of-
ficial improved team morale, which in turn enhanced collaboration. In 
particular, service providers from the community, involved communi-
ty members, and the internal court team felt valued when judicial fig-
ures solicited their expertise to make decisions about, for example, 
youth treatment plans, incentives, and sanctions. 
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Assemble a Committed JDC/RF Team 

Second, participants described the importance of the JDC/RF 
team. Nearly all interviewees were positive about the collaborative 
working environment and the teamwork among members of the 
JDC/RF team (e.g., judges, community representatives, probation of-
ficers, attorneys, treatment providers). One interviewee noted that 
having “the right people…at the table was necessary to foster a cul-
ture of collaboration and community outreach.” A committed and en-
thusiastic team was required to fully embrace community engagement 
as part of the court’s JDC/RF program. 

There appeared to be a self-selection effect, in which individuals 
aligned with the overall philosophy of the JDC/RF program opted in-
to the team, while those who did not gradually exited it. One proba-
tion officer who was interviewed in the last year of the JDC/RF grant, 
after having recently transferred to the JDC, explained the effect like 
this: 

I was excited to come into drug court because…the change 
team was so inspiring to me…—everything that they were 
doing. And I wanted to become even more involved in that. I 
think we’ll just keep plugging away at doing more of the 
same…and getting the community involved to a larger ex-
tent, hopefully. 

Those not aligned opted out. Participants from two different sites 
explained that in the initial stages of the JDC/RF model integration, 
some people on the team were skeptical or had personalities that did 
not mesh well with the rest of the group. Participants reported that 
once these individuals left, the cohesion and teamwork between 
stakeholders improved.  

Increase JDC/RF Program Visibility in the Community  

Educating the community about the JDC/RF program was viewed 
as a necessary preliminary step to engaging community members and 
community agency staff and increasing collaboration. If the commu-
nity is unaware of JDC/RF or is not familiar with the goals and aims 
of the JDC/RF program in their community, it is challenging to de-
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velop, engage, and sustain relationships between the program and the 
community. Early in the evaluation, participants suggested there was 
room for improvement in this area. As one community subgroup in-
terviewee expressed, “We have [not] done a good job of really con-
necting the community well with the goals of Reclaiming Futures 
yet.” Change team meeting observations supported this finding, as 
participants at all but one site discussed ways to spread awareness 
about the JDC/RF program in their local community.  

As part of the JDC/RF grant, sites received technical and com-
munication support from the Reclaiming Futures National Program 
Office to advance these efforts, and by the evaluation’s final wave of 
data collection, all sites had initiated at least one form of outreach to 
the community to spread general awareness and raise visibility of the 
JDC/RF program. For example, when asked to share a success story 
from their JDC/RF program, participants from two sites described 
youth in their program who were featured on a Reclaiming Futures 
video. These videos were used in trainings or media releases to edu-
cate the community about the JDC/RF program. JDC/RF sites also 
submitted articles to the local newspapers, generated informational 
videos on the program elements, and sent JDC/RF personnel to give 
presentations about the JDC at community meetings. One site spon-
sored a 5K “fun run” event as a way to increase its presence in the 
community. Another site hosted a community conference where at-
tendees learned about the different types of community services 
available, how to access them, and the internal processes and proce-
dures of various systems (e.g., juvenile drug court, child and family 
services). Another strategy to improve community outreach common 
to multiple sites was allocating resources to educate existing members 
of the team on the JDC/RF model (e.g., sending staff to trainings, re-
viewing the model during staff meetings) so they could act as ambas-
sadors in the community. 

Participants reported that these efforts raised JDC/RF visibility in 
the community, which helped forge both formal and informal connec-
tions with community members. For example, one participant ex-
plained that presentations to the community expanded their reach and 
resources. At one presentation they forged connections with the pres-
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ident of the local community college and received monetary dona-
tions to fund youth incentives.  

Another strategy that all sites used to boost visibility and improve 
community collaboration was allocating internal resources, such as 
staff time. Some JDC/RF sites created specialized staff positions ded-
icated to raising community visibility, seeking out new opportunities 
for community connections, and increasing community engagement. 
Staff members in these roles were responsible for forging new part-
nerships with community agencies and/or improving coordination be-
tween the courts and community organizations. Other JDC/RF sites 
embedded these same types of responsibilities into existing positions 
(e.g., case manager). 

Raising JDC/RF visibility in the community increases JDC/RF 
awareness, and potentially interest, which lays the foundation for 
identifying and collaborating with the community. 

Identify, Engage, and Maintain Community Partners  

To assemble a committed JDC/RF team, appropriate and effective 
partners need to be identified, and then good relationships with these 
partners need to be established and maintained to provide court-
involved youth with the ongoing services they need. Across sites, 
JDC/RF program staff who worked directly with youth felt that they 
knew where to send clients for additional counseling, family services, 
and basic needs in the community. As one participant described, 

As far as treatment needs, as far as mental health needs, as 
far as schooling needs, as far as transportation, as far as 
clothing—things of those natures, things that we can control, 
we do a really good job at, I believe. 

However, participants also described the need to identify and re-
cruit new agency partners. Sites used several strategies to accomplish 
this. First, participants from multiple sites described a successful 
strategy of generating a comprehensive list of local community re-
sources to identify areas for expansion. For example, one participant 
explained that the change team initially thought education and em-
ployment services in the community were insufficient for JDC/RF 
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youth. Yet, after conducting thorough community resource searches, 
they discovered that education and employment services were availa-
ble in local schools. Identifying these resources and recruiting the ap-
propriate school liaison to the team meetings improved collaboration 
with the local schools and increased resources for JDC/RF youth. 

Utilizing personal and professional networks of existing team 
members was another successful strategy for identifying new commu-
nity partners. One participant described how this worked in practice: 

Usually just social networking between members of the 
treatment team, members of probation, the courts, using the 
press to a limited extent. Generally, people come to us via 
word of mouth. We talk about people that may be appropriate, 
and a member of the team will reach out to them, invite them 
to come in and to see if it’s something they’re interested in. 

Personal connections were mentioned as leading to the most suc-
cessful community collaborations. Some probation officers cited ex-
amples where they had a personal contact with someone at an agency 
that helped them access services for youth very quickly. Leveraging 
these untapped resources of personal and professional networks was 
viewed as necessary to expand the reach of JDC/RF. Change teams 
were charged with identifying and approaching potential partners, as 
one participant explained: 

If you see people in the community, say, “We’re working on 
this project about family engagement. I’d love for you to 
partner with us.” Because this group, this tiny group cannot 
do half of our list. We don’t have the time or the energy.… 
This is what we need, so one of the tasks I want to assign all 
of you is, let’s make this group bigger. 

Establish mechanisms to formally engage partners—Community 
partners need clarification on their role and the purpose of their in-
volvement so they remain engaged and invested. Establishing mecha-
nisms to harness community interest in order to collaborate was 
recommended by participants. One explained, “Now it’s just a matter 
of leveraging all of that energy and all of the services that we provide 
and really connecting in a formal way with community partners.” At 
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one change team meeting, one volunteer explained that he willingly 
attended the court-sponsored “game night” but was not sure what he 
was supposed to do. He suggested that for future events the team 
should clarify what they wanted volunteers to do before the event to 
make sure they felt that their contributions were worthwhile. Other 
community representatives ended their involvement when they were 
not sure what role to play or how to make the partnership mutually 
beneficial. Delegating specific roles and tasks (e.g., mentoring, sitting 
on an advisory board, providing prosocial activities for youth) was a 
way to formally engage community partners. 

At least one participant from each evaluation site explained that 
their program successfully engaged additional community representa-
tives as advisers or created staff positions dedicated to community 
engagement. All evaluation sites also engaged representatives from 
community-based agencies that provided services for JDC/RF youth 
or their families. Some invited community members to the change 
team meeting, whereas others convened separate advisory boards or 
councils to gather community input. Additionally, one site structured 
the change team meeting as an open forum and invited and recruited 
representatives from a diverse range of community organizations 
(e.g., youth pastor, school board representative) to share general in-
formation and expertise. 

Lastly, sites made targeted requests for particular types of re-
sources as a way to engage community members at varying levels of 
commitment (e.g., youth gym memberships, beds in residential treat-
ment center, transportation for youth). This flexibility of involvement 
led to greater engagement. 

Maintain and sustain good working relationships and procedures— 
When interviewees were asked to describe what they thought was 
necessary for successful collaboration with the community, the majority 
described teamwork and clear and frequent communication between 
community partners who were involved in the program as the core 
elements of JDC/RF program operations. As one participant explained, 
communication is “the best tool we have.” 
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One aspect of communication that was particularly pertinent for 
collaboration between the courts and community mental health or 
substance abuse treatment providers was protocols for sharing sensi-
tive and confidential information. At sites where collaboration with 
treatment providers predated the JDC/RF integration, interviewees 
generally reported that the information sharing between key members 
of the team worked well because protocols for sharing confidential in-
formation were already in place. However, at one site, the process of 
developing information-sharing protocols between the community 
substance abuse treatment provider and the courts involved lengthy 
negotiation and cross-training. All interviewees at this JDC noted the 
significant resources required to get all parties “on the same page.” 
As one interviewee reflected, 

I thought that was the intent of the grant: to dig deep into the 
community and to get us really connected. So I think that 
[in] the early years…we lost some time trying to get those 
systems to work well together.  

Participants also emphasized the need for ongoing two-way 
communication to ensure that relationships with community agencies 
remained mutually beneficial and to strategize solutions to obstacles 
as they arose. One participant explained, “Sometimes it’s frustrating 
because we want an agency to do something that we personally can’t 
do, and a lot of times we don’t understand what their limitations are.” 
For example, one JDC/RF site identified a community partner to pro-
vide gender-specific services but did not have enough youth to attend 
to make it worthwhile for the partner agency. Another interviewee of-
fered the following insight on previously unsuccessful community 
partnerships: “I think it’s just our goals weren’t aligning, and if we’re 
not honest and upfront about that on the front end, those are the col-
laborations that fall apart.” Many participants recommended develop-
ing a sustainable plan that was mutually beneficial for both parties, 
with clearly defined roles, responsibilities, limitations, and goals of 
collaborating. 

During one change team meeting observation, respectful commu-
nication between various stakeholders was specifically addressed:  
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This group represents a full spectrum of the community— 
every level of government, every level of each organiza-
tion—from judges and the exec’s office down to folks who 
are working direct service with the kids in the community. 
So how can we all communicate and work together in a very 
respectful way that will keep people in the conversation and 
not turn people away and upset each other? 

This culture of open communication cultivated dialogue between 
parties, as illustrated in the following quote from an interview:  

There’s no such thing as a stupid question. No one person or 
agency is right. There’s always going to be disagreements as 
to how things are done. But I think maintaining an open dia-
logue—and when you sense that friction is building, you get 
it on the table. You address it immediately. You make sure 
that your partners feel appreciated for things they bring to 
the table, even if you don’t always go the way they want to 
see things go. That people have a chance or partners have a 
chance to voice concerns, to make suggestions—to make 
sure that they are heard, and that they’re part of the process. 
That they’re not marginalized and put off to the side. So 
overall I think the communication piece is probably the big-
gest, most essential piece to maintaining positive relation-
ships with partners. 

Using regular meetings for communications was a way to ensure 
that the JDC/RF team members were on the same page, and allowed 
the team to identify individual youth needs, barriers, and resources, as 
well as gaps in the overall system. Numerous participants cited the 
importance of having all of the team members in the same room be-
cause it ensured that youth were not manipulating staff and allowed 
better coordination of various service plans between treatment, proba-
tion, and (sometimes) case management.  

Ongoing feedback from community partners and individuals was 
essential, as one participant described: “Keeping the momentum go-
ing, keeping everybody on board…I think it’s important to hear what 
they have to say—not always us asking them for things or to do 
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things for us. I think it works both ways.” This sentiment was echoed 
at another site during a change team meeting discussion on ways to 
show appreciation for and solicit feedback from volunteer community 
advisory board committee members as a retention strategy. A differ-
ent site also valued soliciting feedback from community members as 
a strategy when, despite significant growth in their team roster after 
concerted efforts to bring more community agencies to the table, 
meeting attendance varied greatly from month to month. Regular at-
tendees lamented the inconsistency because it made accomplishing 
the team’s goals difficult. 

Continually reassessing partnerships is another important element 
of program success. As a participant at another site shared,  

People leave positions, policies change . . . I think one of the 
problems is that perceptions sometimes become reality—and 
this is across the juvenile court, not just in drug court. But I 
think sometimes we’ll have an idea of what we think an 
agency offers, or that they won’t work with our kids or 
something, and that idea gets spread. But we don’t actually 
find out. So instead of calling to find out what they can do 
for us, we just don’t reach out. That’s a problem. I think 
staying in contact with community agencies really matters. 

Participants valued the diversity of the perspectives on their 
JDC/RF team and said that the presence of community partners ex-
panded their access to resources. Outside collaborators participating 
in change team meetings enabled their respective organizations to 
provide input and differing perspectives to the JDC/RF program staff 
on policies and procedures of the program. 

Community Engagement Beyond the Juvenile Justice 
System: Linking Youth to Services and Supports 

All evaluation sites discussed the need to connect youth and their 
families with resources that extended beyond juvenile justice system 
involvement. Participants strongly emphasized the role of the com-
munity in supporting youth after they transition out of the JDC/RF 
program. Without sufficient resources to support their sobriety, youth 
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may experience obstacles when transitioning back to their homes and 
community. One interviewee summarized the view of many respond-
ents, saying, 

The goal is really to find community partners who can be in-
volved in what we’re doing. We want to make sure we have 
supportive agencies in place that kids can connect with out-
side of the drug court team, so that when they transition back 
into the community they still have supports and don’t have 
to be in the system. 

In particular, participants cited mentors (RF uses the term “natu-
ral helpers”), prosocial activities, and access to community-based 
youth services as part of an ideal support network for adolescents to 
continue with after they complete the program. 

Mentorship 

Natural helpers (mentors) and prosocial activities were strongly 
emphasized at every site as priority aspects of community engage-
ment and an important component of implementing the JDC/RF mod-
el. One interviewee explained,  

We really want people in the community to be able to have a 
resource for these kids once we can transition them back into 
the community. As a governmental entity [we] maybe step 
out of the situation, knowing that they have that support 
group that’s available for them. That’s part of the things that 
we’ve been working on this year—to try to create that com-
munity-based mentorship program. 

Responses from interviewees suggested that each site made a 
concerted effort to increase mentorship and prosocial opportunities 
for youth. One evaluation site formed a dedicated subcommittee in 
the change team to focus on mentoring. At another site, the JDC/RF 
team regularly discussed mentor recruitment and training at observed 
change team meetings.  

Despite overall enthusiasm for mentors, evaluation sites described 
challenges to recruitment. Logistical challenges included long waiting 
lists for community providers and lack of staff to manage the internal 
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processes of recruiting, doing background checks, and training volun-
teer mentors. Some agencies did not provide mentors for adolescent 
youth, and participants expressed concerns about the unique challenge 
of finding appropriate mentors for youth who did not fit the typical 
profile of “cute, young kids.” As one interviewee explained, “Big 
Brothers Big Sisters is a great resource, but our clients are not some-
body you take out in the backyard and shoot hoops with....They might 
relapse. Then what?” 

When community mentors did volunteer, there was often a demo-
graphic mismatch in terms of age, gender, or race/ethnicity between 
youth and mentor that some participants perceived as less than ideal. 
Another obstacle to mentoring was the need to engage interested 
mentors who were not affiliated with any community organization. 
As one interviewee explained, “We have adults that want to do some-
thing, but we’re lacking in telling them specifically how to get in-
volved and having protocols in place for them to follow to be able to 
get involved.”  

In response to these challenges, each site employed different 
strategies to recruit potential mentors based on what was available in 
their local community and the type of internal resources that could be 
leveraged to enhance mentorship. For example, a judge at one site 
volunteered for the local Big Brothers or Big Sisters chapter to estab-
lish rapport and build a partnership. As one interviewee described it, 
the judge “went through Big Brothers, Big Sisters. He actually had to 
become a Big Brother for them to buy into it.” Another site employed 
paid youth advocates, and another utilized a law enforcement mentor-
ship program for youth in its JDC/RF program. Interviewees from this 
latter site apparently avoided some of the barriers in recruitment that 
sites recruiting mentors directly from the community faced, because 
the infrastructure for mentor recruitment and training was already in 
place. 

Despite these challenges, at least one interviewee from each site 
reported improvement in its mentorship program over time. One in-
terviewee offered the following insight: 
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I think the biggest thing that we’ve kind of gained from Re-
claiming Futures is the mentoring and community involve-
ment. The other stuff, we’ve kind of been doing throughout. 
But I think definitely hooking clients up with an appropriate 
mentor has been huge. 

At the time of the first round of interviews, interviewees from on-
ly three of the sites reported some type of mentorship opportunity. By 
the end of the evaluation cycle, interviewees from all sites reported 
they had mentors in place for JDC/RF youth. 

Prosocial Opportunities 

Community engagement for prosocial activities showed great 
promise for supporting the work of the JDC/RF programs, but it also 
presented numerous challenges. Notably, what JDC/RF program staff 
perceived as barriers to prosocial engagement changed over time. In 
data from the second and third years of the grant-funded project peri-
od, at least one JDC/RF program staff member from each evaluation 
site said their site needed to identify additional prosocial and youth 
employment services in the community that catered to youth strengths 
and interests. This need spurred efforts to improve awareness by the 
internal JDC/RF team about services available in the broader commu-
nity. By the fourth year of the grant-funded project period, JDC/RF 
program staff from across the evaluation sites reported that their site 
had formed a number of successful partnerships with community 
agencies for prosocial services, such as evening reporting centers at 
local boys’ and girls’ clubs, gym memberships, horseback riding, and 
music therapy. 

However, across all grant-funded project periods, JDC/RF program 
staff acknowledged that costs and transportation arrangements associ-
ated with engagement in recreational services were prohibitive for 
some youth. In both urban and rural evaluation sites, youth often lacked 
reliable transportation to community resources, which prevented their 
consistent attendance and engagement. Transportation was especially a 
problem in areas where public transportation was costly, took too much 
time, or simply did not exist. At one observed change team meeting, 
prosocial program providers and probation officers had a lengthy dis-
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cussion about the issue of long-term youth engagement in a range of 
activities. Youth were initially interested and participated enthusiasti-
cally in these activities, but attendance declined over time. Committee 
members brainstormed the potential causes of disengagement, one of 
which was lack of transportation, and strategies to assist with transpor-
tation needs. 

In addition to efforts aimed at reducing transportation barriers for 
youth, participants described responses to other challenges associated 
with youth participation in prosocial activities. Some sites developed 
prosocial programs housed at the JDC/RF site and hosted by JDC/RF 
staff or community representatives. Additionally, some sites sought 
funding to pay for prosocial activity-related fees (e.g., entrance fees, 
sports equipment, a van to transport youth). 

Access to Community-Based Youth Services  

In early waves of data collection, addressing the previously men-
tioned gaps in services (e.g., foster placement, treatment for youth 
over the age of 18, undocumented families, mental health and dual-
diagnosis treatment, housing, and prosocial activities for youth) was 
the JDC/RF sites’ primary focus in helping youth access community 
services. Rural and urban sites had different experiences with this 
process. A JDC/RF site in a rural community reported that they were 
limited by few available resources but felt that the small community 
was a strength because of the numerous personal connections between 
agencies. Conversely, JDC/RF sites located in larger, urban areas saw 
access to many resources as a strength but noted that it was challeng-
ing to stay aware of available resources and to maintain the personal 
connections that facilitated effective service-matching (the process of 
linking youth with appropriate services).  

In later waves of data collection, participants described the gap in 
sufficient services as secondary to the barriers that youth encountered 
when trying to access services. Even when resources are available and 
partners are actively engaged, JDCs must successfully link individual 
youth (or families) with specific community partners. Facilitating en-
gagement can pose additional barriers due to cumbersome referral 
processes, which may require youth or family members to take the in-
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itiative and overcome significant logistical and emotional barriers. 
One interviewee explained it this way: 

[With] a lot of our families, we know that they’re immedi-
ately eligible for that kind of financial assistance, but it is 
very, very difficult getting in touch with a lot of those agen-
cies—even the church groups—to get them an initial intake 
appointment so that they can get the assistance. That’s defi-
nitely a big barrier to families getting timely assistance. It 
does exist, but accessing it is always a challenge.  

To reduce this barrier, a “warm hand-off,” or as one interviewee 
described it, “a real person handing [off a youth] to a real person” for 
referrals, was recommended to improve youths’ access to services in 
the community. This may involve staff in setting up the appointment, 
going with the family to a meeting, or transporting youth to the pro-
gram.  

Although many of these practices were already in place at 
JDC/RF sites, participants suggested additional resources to bolster 
youth engagement with community providers, such as employing 
“system navigators”—individuals whose role is to provide assistance 
to youth and families and remove obstacles they face in accessing 
services. As one interviewee said,  

We’ve noticed that you can make a referral for a kiddo to 
participate in a certain prosocial activity or employment de-
velopment or a GED program in the community. But often-
times—without family support or because of challenges like 
transportation or just not necessarily having the ability to 
regulate their own schedule—we really see a need for part-
ners for the kids to keep them engaged in those programs. 

Another participant concurred: 

We have programs in place . . . but it sounds like we’re los-
ing the engagement piece and [not] supporting the youth. 
And maybe that’s where we’re kind of falling apart. We 
need to work together as a group to figure out who all the 
players are in this person’s life. We start working together to 
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support the youth, instead of individually putting them over 
here, over here, over here, and over here.  

As with engagement in prosocial opportunities, transportation 
was reported to be a challenge, along with cost of services. For exam-
ple, in counties with undocumented immigrant families, securing 
funds to pay for services could be difficult to navigate. Moreover, 
poverty was described as a “matter of course” for many families in 
the JDC/RF program, which presented challenges when connecting 
youth to services that required fees or equipment purchases. As one 
interviewee clarified, “But just to say there are prosocial activities is 
misleading. The barriers to those are transportation, cost, and a feel-
ing of isolation. So Parks and Rec might say, ‘We have basketball 
three nights a week, but it costs.’” These types of activities were 
viewed as inaccessible to youth, who tended to be from low-income 
families.  

Despite the challenges, overall participants shared enthusiasm for 
increasing community collaboration and improving their JDC/RF 
program’s ability to link youth to services and engage the community. 
One participant summarized the sentiments of many: 

The focus [before the grant implementation] was staying 
clean and sober, doing treatment and school—you know, the 
basic guidelines of probation. Now we’re kind of getting 
them to go outside the box. And it’s not just about treatment. 
We’re trying to get them connected to their community a lot 
more than we ever have.  

DISCUSSION AND PRACTICE IMPLICATIONS 

The evaluation sites in this study clearly valued and perceived a 
benefit from the involvement of the community in their JDC pro-
grams. Youth and families have greater access to community services, 
prosocial activities, and mentorship opportunities. Community mem-
ber involvement in the JDC team may also directly benefit youth, as 
these members could serve as advocates and bring a different per-
spective to the judicial environment. Court staff gain potentially in-
novative input by including community members in system-level 
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planning and decision making, as well as increased referral sources 
and professional networks to further support youth. Depending on the 
structure of the community involvement, the burden on case manag-
ers, probation officers, and other JDC staff working to meet the di-
verse needs of each youth may also be decreased. Raising JDC 
visibility in the community and involving the community in the JDC 
has the potential to impact local community culture and reduce barri-
ers to success (e.g., stigma) for JDC youth. When members of the 
community work closely with the court and/or directly with the youth, 
the latter are humanized in the eyes of the community, rather than be-
ing labeled and perceived negatively, a practice that results in indif-
ference toward or fear of JDC youth. 

Yet the benefits are balanced by significant challenges to engag-
ing the community. Community characteristics and local culture cre-
ate environments that can be incompatible to the goals of JDC 
programs. Normative drug use and stigma toward justice-involved 
youth, limited resources, and economic downturn and ongoing pov-
erty are significant factors that not only limit community engagement 
in the juvenile drug court but limit the supportiveness of the environ-
ment at a time in a youth’s life when need for support is high. Identi-
fying community partners and resources, engaging representatives to 
work with the court team and agencies to refer youth, and maintaining 
effective collaborations are each difficult and require much time and 
effort, as evidenced by the evaluation sites in this study. This is espe-
cially true in terms of engaging mentors and setting up systems that 
enable youth to successfully link to services and prosocial activities. 

These challenges can be overcome or reduced by employing rec-
ommendations and lessons learned from the evaluation sites in this 
study—both those that have proven successful in engaging communi-
ty partners and those that suggest ways to improve community en-
gagement. While engaging the community requires much time and 
effort, the seeming burden will be lessened if community engagement 
is foundational to the JDC program, all JDC team members are com-
mitted to the goals of the program, and the leadership embraces 
community engagement as key to the overall program. Turnover in 
judicial leadership can pose a challenge for sites, particularly when a 
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new judge or magistrate transitions to the JDC and does not have re-
lated experience with juvenile drug court. However, a strong program 
culture will make such transitions easier, and the threat of losing mo-
mentum with engaging the community will likely be diminished.  

Prioritizing community engagement as a core element and ensuring 
that it is embraced by the team will have a number of positive effects: 

 Community engagement will consistently be on agendas. 
 Processes and procedures for engaging staff will be developed 

and followed. 
 Roles, responsibilities, and flexibility about the type of contribu-

tions community members can make will be defined and shared. 
 Multiple mechanisms will be employed for regular communica-

tions between community members and the overall JDC team, as 
well as a point person. 

 Staff time will be allocated for a community liaison or systems 
navigator, or time within a current position will be dedicated to 
community engagement efforts. 

 Outreach to increase community awareness of JDC program (e.g., 
newsletters, presentations, press releases) will be ongoing. 

 Referral processes will entail person-to-person connections and 
“warm handoffs.” 

 Involved community members will be regularly provided oppor-
tunities to give feedback and to be appreciated. 

Some of these recommendations require reallocation or additional 
funding. However, many can be implemented by leveraging current 
resources available within JDCs and the community. The evaluation 
sites in this study had funds allocated for implementing JDC/RF, yet 
they also used existing resources and made great improvements in 
their efforts to engage the community. In summary, our study suggests 
that engaging the community in juvenile drug courts is beneficial to 
youth and families, JDC program staff, and the community as a whole. 
Despite community culture–related barriers and engagement-related 
challenges, juvenile drug courts can implement practices to increase 
community engagement and benefit and support youth in need. 
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