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Please rate the following assault case.

• For the same crime, are Black children recommended for adult court at 
earlier ages than White children?

• Does case ambiguity influence racial disparities in decisions to transfer 
juveniles to adult court?

The developing brains of children render them fundamentally less culpable 
for their crimes than adults. Yet the protection of childhood may not 
be distributed uniformly. Black children, relative to White, are eighteen 
times more likely to have their cases tried in adult court (Poe-Yamagata & 
Jones, 2007). This court transfer judges the child impervious to behavioral 
reform and endangers future employment and enfranchisement. Pervasive 
stereotypes denote Black adults as looking “most criminal” (Eberhardt 
et al., 2004), and Black children are perceived as older and less innocent 
relative to their White peers (Goff, et al., 2014). Using two simulated juvenile 
transfer studies, the present project employs two facets of ambiguity, age 
and severity, to examine the role of discretion in these racial disparities.

     In two studies, consistent with racial disparities in the US, two experiments 
holding many non-racial variables constant revealed that participants were 
more likely to send Black children to adult court than their White peers. Said 
differently, Simply changing the photo and race listed from white to black tripled 
the child’s likelihood of being recommended for adult court for the moderate 
severity condition. 
     As our manipulations exclude differing perceptions of age, innocence, or 
crime severity as possible explanations for the racial disparities found, this study 
suggests that a child’s skin tone may influence whether he is tried as a child or an 
adult. Importantly, this decision has serious repercussions: children sentenced as 
adults not only receive harsher sentences, but also are more likely to be sexually 
victimized, less likely to finish high school and more likely to recidivate. 
 Nevertheless, we caution broad generalizations of these findings as our 
sample consisted of layman rather than prosecutors or judges. Future research 
should explore whether these findings extend to legal decision makers.

Future Research:
• Are Black children perceived as more responsible or blameworthy for their 
crimes?

• What inferences do participants make about the defendant? (e.g. they were a 
good student, they were in a gang) Do these inferences differ across race?
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Discussion

• Overall, participants were more likely to recommend adult court for Black 
targets (M = 0.35, SD = 0.32) compared to White targets (M = 0.26, SD = 
0.27), t(198) = 2.12, p = .035

• Negative relationship between RT and likelihood to sentence in adult court 
for Black cases, but not White

Participants and materials: 
•  600 MTurkers participated 
• Similar task as study one, with three differences:

1. Reviewed one case 
• White or Black defendant
• All 13 year olds
• Three severity levels (low, moderate, severe)*

 2.  Severity manipulation check
 3. More information question:

If given the opportunity, which questions would you have liked to 
ask before making your decision?

* All crimes were pre-rated on a 1-6 Likert scale (1 – Not at all severe, 6 – Extremely severe); N = 100

 
Secondary Results:
• Severity manipulation worked

• Significant main effect of crime condition on severity rating F(2,597 = 
706.702, p < .0001)
• Participants recommending more juveniles be sentenced in adult court 
for high severity crimes F(2,597) = 129.299, p < .0001 

• No significant main effect of race condition on severity rating F(1,597 = 
2.605, p = .085)

Main Result:
• Racial disparities only exist in the 
‘moderate’ condition

• For moderate severity crimes, 36.4% 
of Black cases vs. only 10.1% White 
were recommended for adult court 
(p < .05)

Participants and materials: 
•  200 MTurkers participated 
• Between subject design
•  Rated whether four cases should be 
sentenced in adult or juvenile court 

• Photos pre-rated for age, attractiveness, 
racial stereotypicality and innocence

• Introduced novel criminality items 
(Race-based Criminality Scale; RBCS):

•  I would not be surprised to see a black 
child in trouble with the law.

•  There is some truth to the belief that blacks 
are more violent by nature.

•  It is true that it is more in their nature for 
blacks to be criminals

•  I would feel uneasy walking alone past a 
group of black teenagers


