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Carceral Collusions Carceral Collusions 
with “the Community”: with “the Community”: 
An Examination of An Examination of 
Community-Based Community-Based 
Juvenile Justice ReformsJuvenile Justice Reforms

After decades of “get tough” policymaking, the United States has 
entered a moment of fractured reform. Policymakers and criminal 
justice reformers increasingly advocate for evidence-based alternatives  
to incarceration,1 while activists push for decarceration and the 
reallocation of resources to community.2 !ese changes have  
directed more energy, attention, and resources into community- 
based responses to “crime,” reconfiguring the carceral landscape. 
Yet the trajectory is uneven: many jurisdictions have seen a resur-
gence of punitive politics and renewed investments in policing and 
incarceration, often reinforced by current federal priorities.3 Taken  
together these contradictions have generated radical interdisciplinary 
interest in analyzing and understanding the evolving dynamics of 
this moment.

!is reconfiguration of the carceral landscape is especially  
evident today with youth decarceration trends representing various 
community-based interventions that rely on public-private partner-
ships, leading to an increased reliance on community-based services, 
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programming, and treatments.4 !ese interventions, encompassing 
deflection, diversion, and alternative-to-incarceration programs, 
serve as enhancements and alternatives to traditional punishments.  
Today, such services are increasingly offered by a network of  
providers representing “the community,” effectively creating a  
community-based service sector tasked with performing juvenile 
justice within communities. !e “community-based service sector” 
refers to the public and private institutions that partner with the 
juvenile legal system to develop these community formations.5 
!is sector uses both familiar and new penal welfare logics, such as 
therapeutic, trauma-informed, and rehabilitative approaches, which 
create a seemingly benevolent form of punishment.6 I use benevolence 
not as a neutral descriptor of well-intentioned service,7 but to describe 
a carceral strategy — a way of making punishment appear kinder, 
softer, and embedded in forms of social reproduction that ultimately 
sustain carceral logics.8

Abolition feminism offers the necessary analytic lens for this 
project, as it interrogates carceral expansion, particularly when it 
is motivated by such benevolent reforms aimed at “vulnerable and  
deserving groups” — i.e., women and children — which subsequently 
create harm for Black, Indigenous, and other women, children, and 
communities of color.9 !us, abolition feminism offers a necessary 
frame for this project, not only because abolition and feminism 
cannot be separated, but because abolition itself is made stronger  
through feminist analysis.10 Within this framework, reforms that 
appear beneficial often function as false solutions, ultimately  
reinforcing the very structures they claim to change.11 !is is why it is 
increasingly urgent to keep an abolition feminist gaze on community- 
based reforms which predictably follow a reformist reform pattern 
— reforms that reinforce carceral institutions, as opposed to non- 
reformist reforms that work to reduce carceral power — pushing 
punishment further into the community rather than dismantling it.12

We are in a transitional moment marked by national criminal 
justice reform. Historically, such shifts occur during periods of state 
economic crises and times of counterinsurgency,13 making these 
transitional moments ripe for abolitionist analysis in the pursuit of 
transformative possibilities.14 As the state attempts to respond to 
calls for reform related to the 2020 uprisings and ongoing financial 
crises, abolition feminists continue to be vigilantly aware of the  
rebranding of carceral institutions.15 Where the uptake of community- 
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based reforms has created institutional optimism and belief that 
the criminal justice system is capable of change, abolition feminists 
continue to embody the “analytical elasticity” to document the  
versatility of carcerality that is “all around us.”16

“ Reforms that appear beneficial often function 
as false solutions, ultimately reinforcing the very 
structures they claim to change.

Situated within abolition feminist thought, in this paper I  
explore the nuanced shift from youth incarceration to what I have 
termed the “carceral service industry” — an expanding yet homogenous  
sector of service providers in the community offering services to the 
juvenile legal system for youth at all stages of court contact. It presents 
a synopsis of findings and analysis from a larger project examining 
community-based reforms in Cook County, Illinois, including Chicago  
— a hub for both juvenile justice reform and abolitionist work. !e 
paper is situated at the intersection of empirical evidence, theoretical 
analysis, and reflective summary. Following Erica Meiners’ reminder 
that “moments of transition are opportunities to anticipate and to 
resist new forms of capture,” I frame this project as contributing to 
movement assessment through a description of modern reforms.17

!e data used in this paper specifically derive from semi- 
structured interviews (n=59) conducted between 2021–2022 with 
individuals working in the juvenile justice division and community- 
based service sector including probation officers, court actors, and 
service providers. !is data was triangulated with document analysis 
of both public and noncirculating documents. Moreover, this paper 
draws on empirical evidence and observations from working in various 
contexts with court-involved youth and the juvenile legal system 
in Cook County, including volunteering, organizing, professional  
internships, nonprofit work, and academic research, all of which 
have shaped the theoretical lens with which I analyzed the data.18

!is paper is structured to analyze three interconnected themes 
in the research. First, it outlines the shift from youth incarceration 
to community-based services in Cook County. Second, it examines 

how decarceration efforts resulted in the development of a carceral 
service industry that replicates the logic and practices of the juvenile  
legal system. !is development represents a collusion — an  
entanglement between carceral institutions and community-based 
organizations under the guise of community-based reforms, 
which repackage punishment as service. !ird, the paper critically  
interrogates representations of what the state and reformers invoke 
as “the community” in this collusion, questioning the authenticity 
and implications of such portrayals and the potential for cooptation 
of BIPOC community work. Here, I contrast genuine community as 
abolitionist politic — a set of relationships grounded in collective 
care and resistance that exist outside of and in opposition to carceral  
logics — with the way the carceral state invokes community as an 
instrument to extend carcerality into service provision, surveillance, 
and compliance.

I argue that the movement toward community-based services 
manifests as a carceral expansion into the community, where the 
service sector effectively extends the juvenile legal system’s reach  
by taking on responsibilities traditionally associated with social  
reproduction, such as youth programming, supports, and basic services, 
under the terms and logics of carceral governance. !is absorption  
is not neutral; rather, it reflects how institutions tasked with  
sustaining life are increasingly structured around surveillance,  
compliance, and punishment. Further, the framing of these inter-
ventions as “community-based” implies a benevolent approach, 
masking the punitive nature of these practices while threatening, 
and in some cases achieving, the coopting of BIPOC community work. 

DECARCERATION IN CONTEXT

Since the 1970s, mass incarceration has structured criminal justice 
policy and shaped public beliefs about how to respond to “crime,” 
especially through the expansion of prisons, policing, and punish-
ment, with youth incarceration peaking in the mid 1990s.19 In the 
2010s, observers began to describe a tentative shift toward youth 
decarceration, marked by efforts to reduce the number of youth 
physically incarcerated by expanding community-based alternatives 
that often operate through partnerships between the criminal legal 
system and institutions of social reproduction.20 Youth incarceration 
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has fallen by approximately 75 percent from its height, a decline  
that has driven the closure of numerous youth prisons.21 For example, 
on June 30, 2023, California closed the last of its youth prisons, 
which held ten thousand young people at its height. !e closure 
placed California alongside a handful of states that have eliminated 
youth prisons altogether, reflecting a national decarceration trend.22 
As youth prisons continue to come under controversy because of 
their high costs and inhumane conditions,23 there is an increased 
interest in small, local, community-based facilities.24 Despite these 
shifts, the US continues to disproportionately incarcerate youth at 
rates incomparable to the rest of the world.25

National decarceration efforts have increased diversions 
and alternatives to incarceration, such as electronic monitoring,  
reporting centers, enhanced probation, problem-solving courts, and 
community treatment, including mandated mental health services, 
drug programming, and family services.26 !ese community-based 
options are often conditions for probation and parole. Since 1980, 
the number of people on probation in the US has doubled, and the 
number of people on parole has tripled.27 Community corrections  
are said by proponents to be cost-effective community-based  
alternatives that reduce the harms of confinement, yet these measures 
have done little to minimize court contact.28 Further, the harms  
enacted on people who are in diversion, or alternative programs, 
have proven to be degrading, harmful, and stigmatizing.29

!e juvenile legal system has also increased the use of various 
services in the community, including cognitive-behavioral therapy,  
various family-focused therapy models, mentoring programs,  
restorative justice, and wraparound programming as alternatives 
to incarceration. !is trend has led to what some have dubbed a  
“revolution” in juvenile justice,30 while others have argued the 
“community-based reform movement” only delegates the work of 
youth punishment and surveillance to service agencies,31 making 
inconspicuous the harm of these benevolent community-based  
reforms.32 !e latter view aligns with the cyclical history of juvenile 
justice that moves between harsh and lenient ideologies,33 historically 
influenced by a “child saving” logic which justifies punitive inter-
ventions in the lives of disenfranchised youth and their families  
under the guise of protection and social welfare.34

While reforms portray the community as a benevolent and  
nonpunitive site of corrections, research on community-based  

corrections and surveillance shows that “the community” often 
refers to networks of social and human service providers with 
long-standing ties to racialized punishment. Nonprofits and other 
nongovernmental agencies become conduits conveying carcerality  
into the community through a process of carceral devolution,35 
wherein the only “imaginable alternative to mass incarceration” 
is shifting people from prisons to the community and nonprofit  
organizations that reinforce neoliberal carcerality.36 !is shift creates 
both a geographical and conceptual transfer of carcerality, where  
individuals must learn to “correct” their behaviors in the community, 
despite structural circumstances, under the supervision of a service 
provider who is in turn under the surveillance of the court.

!e criminal legal system has thus created new appendages 
in “therapeutic,” “rehabilitative,” and “community” forms presented  
as alternatives (or enhancements) to traditional punishments. 
!ese appendages are embedded in the community through various  
“self-help” services. Whether or not people want or feel they need  
intervention in their lives, they can be pressured to accept these 
alternatives for fear of harsher punishment, foregoing their due 
process rights, resulting in both predictable and unforeseen  
consequences.37 !ese conditions have led to growing criticism that 
such reforms are merely evolving the racialized carceral state into a 
new form.38

FINDINGS

In what follows, I provide a synopsis of findings from research on 
community-based reforms in Cook County comprising part of a 
broader decarceration trend. Here I broadly summarize the findings 
from my research to offer timely information for movement assessment 
while also observing how energy, resources, and time are being used 
at this crucial moment when the state, academics, and activists are 
all grappling with undoing mass incarceration. 

YOUTH DECARCERATION IN COOK COUNTY

Youth decarceration initiatives in Cook County over the last decade  
have been associated with budget constraints,39 criticisms of  
inhumane conditions,40 and, according to participants in this study, 
a “culture shift” in the juvenile legal system, resulting in declining 
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incarceration rates in the Cook County Juvenile Temporary Detention 
Center (JTDC) along with other confining institutions.41 When the 
population at JTDC surpassed the facility’s capacity, there appeared 
to be an urgency by the juvenile justice division to decrease the 
number of youth confined there.42 In 2015, JTDC launched various 
decarceration initiatives including revised risk assessments, imple-
mentation of probation units to expedite custody decisions, and 
increased use of alternatives to detention.43 In 2016, 47 percent of 
youth were kept out of custody, and 29 percent received expedited 
release.44 Of these youth, 2,847 were placed on electronic monitoring 
as an alternative to detention, 885 youth were released to evening 
reporting centers, and a smaller unlisted number were sent to a staff 
secure shelter established as an alternative to JTDC.45

!ese changes occurred alongside policy and leadership shifts, 
such as adopting restorative justice bills in Cook County (2015–
2016) and the 2016 election of Cook County State’s Attorney Kim 
Foxx, who advocated for criminal justice reform.46 !is combina-
tion of factors led to fewer petitions filed by the state’s attorney, 
more community-based programs, and “immense pressure by the 
state’s attorney office on the judiciary to not hold kids in custody.”47  
National legislative shifts paralleled local policy changes, such as 
deinstitutionalizing status offenses, anti-trafficking legislation, and 
developing pre- and post-confinement services, ultimately decreasing 
youth incarceration rates while increasing community-based alter-
natives. According to court actors interviewed in this work, these 
changes in policy and practice were supported by an overall culture 
shift in the juvenile legal system, moving away from harsh punishment 
and toward restorative justice and trauma-informed practices.

THE BUILDUP OF THE CARCERAL SERVICE INDUSTRY

In Cook County, the strategy to move away from incarceration and 
toward the community involved building an assemblage of services 
in the community to offer programming as an alternative to, or in 
combination with, other mechanisms of incarceration.48 !ese services 
became tools for juvenile probation, replicating surveillance and  
detention on behalf of the courts.49 !e increased use of community- 
based services created a relatively homogenous sector of providers 
delivering interventions imposed on youth under court control — 
whether through diversion, probation, or pre-trial supervision. 

According to a probation deputy, the Department of Probation 

and Court Services put a “call to the community” to partner in  
developing a “resource menu” of services for probation officers to 
refer youth and avoid “kids sitting in detention” because there is 
“nothing in the community.”50 !ey shared, “We saw the ramp up of 
community embracing these young people . . . they’re like, ‘Hey, we 
can do this, pay us,’ so we contracted with them, and they started 
building their capacity to become big power wigs in the community.”51  
Here there is a representation of community that is less about  
autonomy, liberation, or safety, and more about moving so-called 
juvenile justice into the community under conditions of court  
surveillance, compliance, and control.52 What the Cook County case 
reveals is what I call the buildup of the carceral service industry — 
orchestrated by the juvenile legal system, maintained by influential  
community arbiters who serve as stewards to resources, and  
access, and composed of a growing number of service providers often  
competing for space and funding in the industry.53

!ere are two things fundamental to the carceral service  
industry. Firstly, in replicating carcerality in the community, service 
providers indicate various levels of involvement and comfort with 
carcerality, including managing probation conditions, court advocacy,  
and reporting youth progress and participation to the courts.54 Where 
some service providers shared discontent with their proximity to  
the carceral state, other providers nearly replicate the very practice of 
court surveillance alongside the courts. One service provider expressed, 

If a youth is mandated to participate in services [with us], then 
that’s where we kind of step in, assess the kid and their family, and 
we say, “Okay, these are the services needed,” we come up with a 
treatment plan, we identify what that would look like, and then, 
we would report [youth and family] compliance directly back to 
the court.55

In this case, juvenile probation conducted an assessment to make 
recommendations for service, and the judge ordered the young person 
to comply with a service provider in the form of a court order. !e 
provider then conducted their own assessments, often using the 
same or similar tools as probation, created their own order in the 
form of a treatment plan with obligations and objectives for the service  
period, and reports compliance back to the court — effectively  
“doubling-down” on carcerality.

Secondly, the collusion between the juvenile courts and  
community service providers has given way to emerging formations 
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developed as deflection, diversion, pre-trial, and various other alternative  
programming. !ese formations, too, replicate carceral practices, i.e., 
surveillance, control, and detention. One supervisor for a diversion 
program illustrates the level of surveillance when they shared, 

Our goal as a team is to be in the field, at [the] family home, in the 
community, meeting them at appointments ...going to an intake 
appointment, so that we really do see what’s going on...Let’s get a 
release on file for your therapist, and let’s invite that therapist to 
the individual care team meeting.56

In this program, a coordinator with a social work background will do 
the same work as a probation officer, verbatim. To further complicate 
things, some youth diverted into these programs still have a probation  
officer supervising the diversion. !is dynamic illustrates the collusion 
between the juvenile legal system and community-based service 
providers. Collusion captures the intentional ways the courts coopt 
community logics and how, as a result, service providers participate 
in the expansion of carceral practices. !is framing is fundamentally 
rooted in abolition feminism, which interrogates the blurred boundary 
between carceral and seemingly non-carceral formations.57

“ Collusion captures the intentional ways the courts 
coopt community logics and how, as a result, service 
providers participate in the expansion of carceral 
practices.

Even as Cook County decreases the number of youth arrests, 
prosecutions, and incarceration, young people continue to be drawn 
under the surveillance of the juvenile legal system through alternative 
mechanisms, which extend court authority into community-based 
services. !ese emerging formations take over the role of traditional  
carceral institutions by engaging in nearly identical practices. Instead 
of diverting youth from the courts, these programs create new  
formations while producing another arm of the carceral state, this 
time inside the community.

COOPTING COMMUNITY

State-aligned ideas of community are often infused with a sense of 
benevolence framed as care, safety, and investment in youth, a sense 
that allows carceral logics to take hold in ways that feel supportive 
rather than punitive. Carcerality, then, becomes harder to name or 
resist, even as it quietly seeps into everyday life through these services. 
Although carcerality is less visible when situated in the community, 
a small subset of service provider participants (n=14) in the study 
critically observed the impact carcerality has on community:

I always hear people say, again, “systems people language,” “connect 
to community,” “we need them in community,” “we need community  
partners,” “community staples,” and “we need community service,” 
whatever it is, community, community, community. !en, what 
does that mean?58

Participants criticized the state’s refusal to allow local residents to 
represent themselves, instead relying on outside foundations and 
partners who were socially and geographically removed from the 
neighborhoods they claimed to represent and co-opting the language 
of community. In some of Chicago’s most divested neighborhoods, 
empty lots and buildings routinely become new locations for service  
providers. One participant shared a quote from a young person  
affected by this situation: “It’s a thousand nonprofits in a 4-block  
radius, and they’re territorial.”59 Participants expressed concern 
about a drastic and sudden increase in service providers. Local  
residents are concerned about the physical presence of community- 
based services and the problematic ways these organizations use 
their geographic proximity to represent them, including a means 
to accrue these organizations’ own social and financial capital. !e 
community members’ concern is heightened by what they see as 
social stratification between service providers, who are focused on 
advancing their organizations or careers, and the youth they claim 
to represent, who are simply “trying to survive.”60

!ere is also a cultural cooptation underway which service  
providers identify, albeit often indirectly. In 2020, against the back-
drop of widespread protest and heightened national attention to 
systemic racism, service providers recognized a “racial equity” shift 
in the industry, which translated into funding Black- and Brown-led 
community organizations. One participant shared, “I’ve been told 
by organizations that they love our work, [but] they won’t fund it 
now because of the [white] leadership of [our] organization.”61 By 
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involving Black- and Brown-led organizations in carceral service 
work, the juvenile courts effectively coopt community efforts and 
position themselves as agents of community engagement. As one 
former service provider reflected about their organization, “What’s 
interesting is that [the organization] originated in Black and Native 
Indigeneity — like, this is how we connect as oppressed people. 
!e bigger [the organization] got, the less it became about spiritual 
transformation, and more about, ‘You need to be in college, and you 
need to be a good worker.’”62 !is reflection illustrates how carceral 
service work can shift the mission of community organizations,  
replacing liberatory goals with outcomes aligned with court mandates 
and neoliberal expectations of productivity and compliance. !e  
expansion of carcerality into communities, coupled with what 
some identify as a performative investment in Black- and Brown-led  
organizations, creates a “brother’s keeper effect.”63

!e juvenile courts’ infiltration into communities through the 
carceral service industry has generated deep contention. To counter  
criticism of outside organizations leveraging their proximity to  
“represent” neighborhoods, both funders and the courts have begun 
to prioritize Black- and Brown-led organizations and community 
members. In practice, however, this shift often results in cooptation:  
community-rooted organizations are absorbed into carceral agendas, 
their missions reshaped to align with court mandates and funder  
expectations. !ese findings therefore indicate not a genuine shift to 
community, but an extraction — an extraction from the community, 
an extraction of space, an extraction of culture, and an extraction of 
experience and story.

DISCUSSION

Observations of decarceration and community-based reforms 
through an abolition feminist lens reveal that these efforts follow 
predictable and cyclical patterns of reformist juvenile justice reform, 
which historically have led to new forms of carceral control. In this 
context, proclaimed “lenient” treatment is delivered through services, 
programs, and treatments provided by the carceral service industry, 
which takes on the ideological role of punishment via surveillance, 
control, and detention in collusion with the juvenile courts.64 As 
carcerality is reproduced within the community, this paper supports 

the view that the carceral state is not shrinking but instead shifting 
to embed itself in community spaces (usually associated with social 
reproduction) in the name of decarceration. 

!ese findings align with a broader neoliberal trend in the  
juvenile legal system where service providers have become central  
to administering juvenile justice without enacting structural 
change,65 instead adopting deficit-based practices that emphasize 
individual responsibility while reinforcing a cultural ethos that  
dismisses the legacy of racialized, colonial, and ableist punishment  
against BIPOC.66 !rough community-based reforms, we see a  
performative investment in social welfare in the form of services 
— and yet, as one participant shared, “It’s not a resource desert if 
there’s a ton of nonprofits, right? But it’s still a resource desert.”67 
!is increase in service providers creates an illusion of investment; 
yet services, even if helpful, are not in themselves generative resources.  
Material conditions such as safety, housing, and income, which 
sustain life over time, are resources that services cannot replace.68 
!ese reforms fail to address structural inequities — above all, the 
defunding of social welfare and the criminalization of poverty — 
that result from neoliberal racial capitalism.69

!ese findings suggest that community-based juvenile justice 
reforms in Cook County represent a reformist reform, one that 
operates through the carceral service industry. Reformist reforms 
make incremental changes within an existing system without  
fundamentally challenging its core principles or structures; they  
focus on improving specific aspects of systems while preserving its 
overall framework.70 Community-based reforms exemplify reformist  
reforms in maintaining public/private partnerships to contract 
services that replicate conditions of imprisonment, ultimately  
legitimizing the juvenile legal system while expanding its reach.71 
Although community-based reforms have reduced the number of 
youth in physical confinement, they have also produced new forms 
of confinement in the community. Service providers now enact  
surveillance, control, and temporary detention, while youth are 
coerced into accepting diversion “opportunities” under the threat 
of harsher punishment. In this way, the community-based service 
sector becomes another apparatus willing to take on the “ideological 
work” of the carceral state while supporting a rebranding of juvenile 
justice during another moment of economic crisis and social turmoil.72
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CONCLUSION

We are in a critical moment of transition where, for the first time 
in over half a century, economic and social shifts are steering us 
away from relying on mass incarceration as the primary means of 
enforcing racialized punishment in the US.73 However, the findings 
discussed in this paper indicate a long-standing pattern of reformist 
reforms in juvenile justice, making the implications of this work 
profound. !ese reforms manifest as a carceral expansion into  
community, extending the juvenile legal system’s influence and 
risking the cooptation of community. !is analysis pushes us to  
consider how these patterns inform both the limits of reform and 
the possibilities for abolitionist practice.

First, in this transitional moment, abolitionist movements can 
draw on the history of reformist reforms to influence the trajectory of 
contemporary ones. As the carceral state follows predictable patterns 
that have created harm, the momentum of the current moment offers  
space to impede the cycle of reformist reforms. Second, this momentum  
creates opportunities to push reforms in directions that resist 
cooptation. One such opportunity is to disengage juvenile courts  
from their role as gatekeepers to community services, reducing 
the court’s capacity to define access. It is also vital to direct current  
investments in Black and Brown communities toward strengthening  
grassroots movements and ensuring funding supports BIPOC  
community work without imposing conditions aligned with carceral 
logic. Finally, rather than reproducing deficit-based service models 
that mandate therapy as a default, reforms should confront structural  
inequities and state violence as the conditions that shape youth  
involvement in the system.

!e patterns described here also mirror a broader dynamic. As 
abolition becomes more visible, it too risks being absorbed into 
carceral logics through cooptation and institutionalization. As Rachel 
Herzing argues, abolition is practical only when rooted in ongoing 
organizing rather than symbolic gestures.74 Yet, as we have already 
seen with the co-optation of restorative justice practices, there is 
a risk that abolitionist practices may be institutionalized in ways 
that strip them of their transformative power.75 Dean Spade warns 
that funders’ embrace of “transformative justice and community  
accountability,” tools of abolition, can amount to containment 
rather than liberation.76 It is crucial for abolitionist movements to 
remain vigilant about continued attempts to redirect community 
efforts into carceral logics.
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