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xii

If it is true that in teaching we learn, we have had the good fortune to do quite a 
bit of both since the fi rst edition of Delinquency in Society was published in 1991. 
Its continued success is a refl ection of what we learn from the comments and sug-
gestions of our students, our colleagues, and their students around the country 
who read the book. We do enjoy hearing compliments, but we pay very careful 
attention to the suggestions for improvements. Such suggestions have resulted in 
a number of changes to the seventh edition, which we have detailed below. 
 This edition continues to provide a comprehensive theoretical framework for 
understanding the evolving phenomenon of delinquency and society’s response 
to it. Perhaps more exciting, this edition refl ects the major innovations within the 
discipline that have enhanced the understanding of delinquency. While retaining 
its sociological core, criminology has become more interdisciplinary, adopted a 
life course perspective that links childhood misconduct to juvenile delinquency 
to adult crime, and focuses on the most serious, chronic, and violent offenders. 
This edition incorporates these themes, especially in Chapters 2, 3, 5, and 8. 
The most notable change in this edition is the addition of a third author, Matt 
DeLisi, who brings a new, exciting, and refreshing perspective to our discussion 
of juvenile crime.

THE SEVENTH EDITION

The seventh edition of Delinquency in Society has been thoroughly updated to 
refl ect the most current literature, trends, and developments in criminology, in-
cluding discussions of the history, institutional context, societal reactions to de-
linquency, and emerging social policies to prevent adolescent crime. Perhaps the 
most signifi cant singular change has been the expansion of the theories of delin-
quency and associated policy implications not only from the fi elds of sociology, 
criminology, and criminal justice, but also psychology, human development, 
neuropsychology, and behavioral genetics. A few examples of changes made in 
each chapter are presented below:

•  Chapter 1, “Defi ning Delinquency,” has been fully updated with an ex-
panded discussion of the relationship between violent video games and 
juvenile crime. 

•  Chapter 2, “Measuring Delinquency,” has been completely updated with a 
new section on the overlap between offi cial and victimization measures of 
crime, a new discussion of the importance of concentrated disadvantage to 
delinquency, and a new Window on Delinquency box providing a profi le 
on juvenile delinquents behind bars. In addition, the section on serious, 
violent, and chronic juvenile offenders has been greatly expanded.

•  Chapter 3, “Violent Youth Crime,” has been entirely updated with new 
sections on juvenile psychopathy, theoretical causes of psychopathy, and 
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treatment of psychopathic delinquents. There is a greatly revised section on 
family- and community-based delinquency prevention programs. In addi-
tion, there is a new Window on Delinquency box about psychopaths and 
violence.

•  Chapter 4, “Illegal Drug Use and Delinquency,” has been totally updated 
and includes a new Window on Delinquency box on the science of 
ecstasy/MDMA. There is also a new section on the delinquency-drugs link 
based on Terrie Moffi tt’s developmental taxonomy and an improved and 
reorganized section on responding to adolescent drug use.

•  Chapter 5, “Individual Theories of Delinquency: Choice and Trait Explana-
tions,” has been overhauled with new sections on autonomic hypoactivity/
ADHD, frontal lobes and executive functioning, hormones and puberty, 
maternal cigarette smoking, and the interplay between nature and nurture 
in producing delinquency. There is also a new Window on Delinquency 
box on the dark history of biological criminology. 

•  Chapter 6, “Sociological Theory: Cultural Deviance, Strain, and Social 
Control,” has an expanded discussion of these major sociological theories 
and new discussion of the work of Steven Messner and Richard Rosenfeld.

•  Chapter 7, “Sociological Theory: Labeling and Confl ict Explanations,” has 
been updated from top to bottom with a new section on Frank Cullen’s so-
cial support theory and its integration with Colvin’s coercion theory. There 
is also a greatly expanded discussion of our own theory of differential op-
pression, which is becoming more widely accepted by criminologists world-
wide. A new Window on Delinquency box describes the current status of 
America’s children.

•  Chapter 8, “Developmental Theories,” has been completely updated and 
provides an expanded discussion of some of the most contemporary think-
ing about the causes of juvenile delinquency from a developmental or life 
course perspective. New additions include discussion of risk and protective 
factors, and new Window on Delinquency boxes on developmental risk 
factors for delinquency and the effects of child rearing on delinquency.

•  Chapter 9, “Female Delinquency Theories,” has been fully updated with 
new sections on gendered pathways into delinquency and recent biological 
and developmental explanations of delinquency. In addition, there are new 
Window on Delinquency boxes on improving programming for girls and 
the relationship between attractiveness and delinquency.

•  Chapter 10, “The Family and Delinquency,” has been updated with three 
new Window on Delinquency boxes that discuss family violence, prisoner 
parents, and child maltreatment. In addition, the family literature has been 
recast to refl ect the life course perspective of contemporary research.

•  Chapter 11, “Schools and Delinquency,” has been updated and reorganized 
with an increased emphasis on bullying. New concepts, such as schools as a 
source of self-control, communal school organization, and school resource 
offi cer programs, as well as new Window on Delinquency boxes on school 
crime statistics and student deaths in American schools have been added.

•  Chapter 12, “Peer Group and Gang Delinquency,” has been updated and 
in cludes an expanded section on gangs and juvenile justice, and new con-
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cepts, such as the selection, facilitation, and enhancement models of gang 
formation. In addition, the chapter contains four new Window on Delin-
quency boxes on why people are group-oriented, MS-13, gang homicides, 
and the National Gang Threat Assessment.

•  Chapter 13, “Police and Delinquency,” has a new discussion of sealing and 
expunging juvenile police records. There is also expanded discussion of the 
role of legal and extralegal factors and their infl uence on police discretion-
ary arrest decisions.

•  Chapter 14, “The Juvenile Court,” has been totally updated and includes 
new sections on youth courts, juvenile drug courts, the sentencing of juve-
niles convicted in criminal court, and the use of blended sentences. In ad-
dition, there is expanded discussion of restorative justice and the effects of 
race and sex in detention decisions.

•  Chapter 15, “Juvenile Corrections,” has expanded discussions of wrap-
around programs, HIV/AIDS in juvenile institutions, and Intensive After-
care Programs. There is also new discussion of the use of GPS systems in 
monitoring juveniles on probation and a new box on the deadly brutality 
found in a Florida boot camp for juveniles. 

OVERVIEW OF CONTENTS

•  Section 1, “Nature and Extent of Delinquency,” introduces students to his-
torical and contemporary perceptions of children and how their misbehav-
iors have been defi ned as delinquent. It examines the major sources of data 
on delinquency and problems with measuring the extent of delinquency. 
Students are also given in-depth coverage of two of the most critical areas 
of contemporary delinquency in the chapters on youth violence and illegal 
drug use.

•  Section 2, “Explaining Delinquency,” provides students with an easy-to-
understand discussion of all the major theoretical approaches to explaining 
juvenile delinquency. Students will be able to examine the substantial con-
tributions of individualistic theories focusing on biological and psychologi-
cal explanations and the dominant sociological theories ranging from social 
disorganization, strain, and social control to labeling, confl ict, and develop-
mental theories, as well as specialized explanations of female delinquency.

•  Section 3, “The Social Context of Delinquency,” contextualizes delin-
quency within three major social settings: the family, the school, and peer 
groups and the gang. Students will be introduced to provocative discus-
sions dealing with the relationship of family structure and process on 
delinquency, the nature of delinquency within schools and how schools 
may contribute to the problem of delinquency, and the extensive problems 
related to peer-group relations and juvenile gangs.

•  Section 4, “The Juvenile Justice System,” examines the formal societal 
response to delinquency within the context of the police, the courts, and 
corrections. Each chapter provides extensive, cutting-edge coverage of pro-
cedures and issues critical in the juvenile justice system’s attempt to prevent 
and control delinquency.
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LEARNING AIDS

The seventh edition of Delinquency in Society contains many of the outstanding 
pedagogical features introduced in previous editions. 

•  Chapter Outlines. Each chapter begins with an easy-to-follow outline of 
the major topics that will be discussed. These outlines immediately alert 
students to the central issues of the chapter as well as to the order in which 
they are presented.

•  Think about It Questions. Each chapter contains a wealth of provocative 
questions focusing on important issues. The questions are located in the 
margins next to the topics they explore further and are designed to stimu-
late discussion in class and sharpen student critical thinking.

•  Critical Thinking Questions for Photographs. The variety of new photo-
graphs in the book are accompanied by intriguing questions or extended 
narratives designed to encourage critical thinking.

•  Theory in a Nutshell Asides. Many students have diffi culty grasping the 
differences among the various theories of behavior. To make theories more 
manageable and understandable, each of the more important theories is 
presented in brief encapsulated form.

•  Key Terms and Subject Glossary. Students are provided with succinct defi -
nitions of commonly used terms and descriptions of important concepts 
found in bold type throughout the text. For easy reference when students 
are preparing for exams, each chapter’s key terms are defi ned at the end of 
the chapter in addition to being included in the Glossary.

•  Name and Subject Indexes. Separate name and subject indexes are provided 
at the end of the book to help students in their search for particular issues 
or concerns.

•  Unique and Exciting Boxes. To make the text more relevant and interest-
ing for students, we have created four different thematic boxes and inserted 
them where appropriate within the text:

 •  A Window on Delinquency. A series of boxes discussing various fac-
ets of delinquency personalize the story of delinquency and bring into 
 focus the different life situations of victims and offenders.

 •  Delinquency Around the Globe. Thematic boxes providing students 
with brief glimpses into the nature of delinquency in other countries al-
low students to consider the similarities and differences among nations.

 •  From the Bench. These boxes focus on the critical judicial decisions in 
the area of juvenile justice and help students to better understand the 
impact of legal rulings on the behavior and rights of children. 

 •  Delinquency Prevention. These thematic boxes focus on issues related 
to the prevention, reduction, or control of delinquency. Some of the 
programs discussed are well established and appear to most criminolo-
gists to be effective in achieving their goals. Other programs discussed 
hold great promise but are relatively new and untested.
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SUPPLEMENTS

Visit our Online Learning Center Web site at www.mhhe.com/Regoli7.

For the Student

•  On the student side of this open-access, book-specifi c Web site is content 
organized by chapter for ease of use in studying for exams or writing 
 papers. This content includes quizzes with instant feedback so students can 
prepare for exams; fl ashcards, for studying key terms; and a link to Theo-
retical Developments in Juvenile Delinquency featuring brief descriptive 
essays and suggested reading. 

For the Instructor

On the password-protected instructor side of the Web site, supplements include:

•  Instructor’s Manual/Test Bank. Chapter outlines, key terms, overviews, 
lecture notes, discussion questions, a complete test bank, and more.

•  Computerized Test Bank. Easy-to-use computerized testing program for 
both Windows and Macintosh computers.

•  PowerPoint Slides. Complete chapter-by-chapter slide shows featuring text, 
tables, and illustrations.

•  Course Management Systems Cartridges. Available with our OLC content 
for professors who choose to teach the course online. 
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As is true of most people, we are interested in the plight of young people. We 
are curious about their likes and dislikes, their choices of music, fashion, and 
hobbies, as well as their selection of friends. It is fascinating to try to understand 
their reactions to others and the reactions of others to them. As criminologists, 
we are particularly interested in their behaviors, both normative and deviant, 
and the choices they make. Sometimes their choices will tempt them and lead 
them astray while at other times it will keep them on the straight and narrow.
 Reading through this edition of Delinquency in Society, we were reminded 
of the key readings of our graduate educations, and it became clear that no topic 
in criminology has been as central as the study of juvenile delinquency and juve-
nile justice. Whether you are a student of criminal career research or of white-
collar crime, the origins of such subfi elds would not be completely understood 
without an understanding of juveniles and their delinquency. As a result of its 
history and prominence in criminology, much has been written, argued, and 
summarized about juveniles and crime; however, this line of research has not 
been effectively and effi ciently summarized from both a 35,000-foot view and a 
500-foot view. That is, until now.
 Since the fi rst edition in 1991, and continuing with this seventh edition, 
Regoli and his colleagues have done the fi eld a wonderful service. Not only have 
they produced a masterfully written text, but as prominent scholars and teach-
ers they have translated their passion for the topic of juvenile delinquency into 
a comprehensive text that provides students, both traditional and lifelong learn-
ers, with a glimpse into the world of juveniles, focusing not only on their deviant 
and criminal behaviors but also looking to help us understand the causes and 
correlates of delinquency. The study of the journey of the delinquent is not com-
plete without a fi rm appreciation of how the justice system handles and deals 
with these young deviants. In this regard, Delinquency in Society represents the 
fi eld’s best inter- and multi-disciplinary thinking with regard to issues surround-
ing juvenile delinquency and juvenile justice. 
 We both have been quite impressed with the coverage, comprehensiveness, 
and readability of this text. Not only did it allow us to refl ect upon our own 
introductions to criminology and its core components, it also taught us a great 
deal more about delinquency and juvenile justice and how central this strand 
of research is to all key components of criminological inquiry. As such, we be-
lieve that we have become better communicators of this literature, which, in 
turn, will make our students better consumers—and ultimately users—of such 
information. 
 We are especially honored and privileged to have been asked to write this 
foreword for such esteemed colleagues and to be associated with this book. We 
are convinced that in short order, you will fi nd yourself in agreement with us 
that this book will challenge and expand your  thinking on issues related to ju-
venile delinquency and juvenile justice, and that it will do the same for your stu-
dents. As simultaneous teachers and students, we could ask for nothing more, 
and Regoli and colleagues give us nothing less.

Alex R. Piquero & Nicole Leeper Piquero
John Jay College of Criminal Justice / City University 
of New York Graduate Center
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SECTION 1 INTRODUCES you to the 

problem of defi ning and measuring juvenile 

delinquency. Delinquency is not a simple 

problem easily described or measured, and 

experts have struggled to do so for more 

than 100 years. This opening section will 

also introduce two specifi c problem areas 

of delinquency: youth violence and illegal 

drug use. 

Chapter 1 reports on the status of 

children in American society. We also review 

past and present defi nitions of delinquency, 

and discuss legal defi nitions of delinquency 

that regulated behavior of children in the 

American colonies, legal reforms of the 

child-saving movement at the end of the 19th century, status offenses, and 

recent changes in state and federal laws.

Chapter 2 examines the extent and nature of delinquency to understand 

how much delinquency there is. Knowing how much and what kind of delinquency 

juveniles commit, the characteristics of these acts, the neighborhoods these 

children live in, the kinds of social networks that are available, and the kinds 

of lives they lead is vital to understanding where the problem of juvenile 

crime exists in U.S. society. Such knowledge also helps us to understand the 

problem more completely. Is delinquency only a problem of lower-class males 

who live in the inner city? Does it also include females, middle-class children 

who attend quality schools, troubled children from good families, and “nice” 

children experimenting with drugs, alcohol, and sex? Chapter 2 reports on 

the prevalence and incidence of delinquency, groups of delinquents, such as 

chronic offenders, and what measures of delinquency tell us about the nature 

and extent of the problem.

(continued)
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4

Chapter 3 and Chapter 4 examine the issues of youth violence and 

illegal drug use, respectively. Chapter 3 reports on the nature and extent 

of violent crimes committed by adolescents, juvenile psychopathy, serious 

and violent juvenile offenders, the rise and decline in violence, the role of 

fi rearms, and approaches to preventing juvenile violence. Chapter 4 probes 

into illegal drug use by juveniles, examines the role of drug use within the 

larger framework of antisocial behavior, and identifi es several factors that 

help to explain why many adults believe a drug crisis exists in America. The 

chapter concludes with a discussion of the relationship between drugs and 

delinquency. ●
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6

J
uvenile delinquency is a complex phenomenon that is diffi cult to understand 
and explain. Part of the reason why is that it shares a relationship with 
many other social institutions, including law enforcement agencies, 
juvenile and adult courts, media, families, and schools. One of the biggest 
mistakes anyone can make is to believe juvenile delinquency exists in a 
vacuum, stands alone, has no connection to other components of society, 

or is easily solved. It is a fact that delinquency is but one small piece of the lives 
of American children. There are many others that we are not able to dwell on 
here, but we will briefl y identify a few of them so you can put the study of juvenile 
delinquency into context. 
 One in six children in the United States lives in poverty. One in eight or 
nearly 10 million children have no health insurance. On a regular basis, some-
one other than their parents cares for three out of fi ve children under age 6. 
Only 31 percent of fourth-graders read at or above grade level. Three million 
children are reported abused or neglected every year. Almost 1 in every 10 teen-
agers drops out of school. Eight children die from gunfi re in the United States 
each day; one child dies every three hours. Our children face a wide range of 
problems in today’s world. None of the problems they confront exist in isola-
tion: they are interconnected and related in often puzzling ways.1 
 Juvenile delinquency is but one of the many serious societal problems some 
children confront on a regular basis. It changes the lives forever of both offend-
ers and their victims. In recent years, juveniles in the United States and around 
the world have committed innumerable serious and violent offenses that have 
affected how people think about crime, its causes, and solutions. For example, 
13-year-old Alex King, who with his brother, Derek, age 14, murdered their 
sleeping father. Derek bashed his head with a baseball bat as Alex urged him on. 
To conceal the crime, the boys set fi re to the house. After pleading guilty to third-
degree murder, they were sentenced to 7 and 8 years in state prison, respectively. 
Another young offender, Michael Hernandez, age 14, slit the throat of a middle 
school classmate, Jaime Rodrigo Gough, in a school bathroom, and then calmly 
returned to class with blood-stained clothing. Hernandez was charged with fi rst-
degree murder, will be tried as an adult, and faces life in prison without parole. 
 A third juvenile whose crimes captured worldwide attention is John Malvo, 
age 17, who, with his 41-year-old companion, John Allen Muhammad, terror-
ized the Washington, DC, area, murdering 13 people and injuring many others. 
Malvo admitted to killing several of the victims and was charged and convicted 
of fi rst-degree murder, receiving a sentence of life in prison without parole. He 
did not receive the death penalty because of his age at the time of the crime; 
however, his accomplice, Muhammad, was sentenced to death.2 In Tokyo 
12-year-old Satomi Mitarai was lured into an empty classroom during her school 
lunch hour where an 11-year-old classmate, “Girl A,” cut her throat and slashed 
her arms with a box knife and left her to bleed to death. Several months earlier, 
a 12-year-old boy in Nagasaki (Japan) kidnapped, molested, and murdered a 
4-year-old by shoving him off the roof of a car garage. 
 As shown in Box 1-1, juveniles worldwide commit heinous crimes. But ju-
venile delinquency is much more than the sensational crimes that are widely 
reported in newspapers and on television. Serious juvenile crime constitutes only 
a small fraction of the offenses youths commit. Most adolescent crimes involve 
minor transgressions, such as larceny–theft, liquor law violations, and drug of-
fenses. Recently, for example, a teenager posing as a banker duped an Ohio car 

Should a child ever be 

sentenced to life in 

prison without parole?

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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J
uvenile crime is not the domain of children 
living in any particular country. Children 
commit crimes worldwide. Sometimes 

their crimes are violent; other times they are 
not. The excerpts below involve crimes com-
mitted for a variety of reasons ranging from 
needing shopping money, to retaliation, to 
racism. The fi rst excerpt reports a crime com-
mitted in Canada. As you read it and then 
read crimes committed by children represent-
ing many different regions of the world, you 
will see that juvenile crime is not restricted to 
any race, sex, age, or location. 

• In Montreal, Canada, seven young men 
were arrested in connection with a series of 
attacks and robberies that often targeted el-
derly women. The young men would surround 
and rob women walking alone. The youths, 
who range in age from 14 to 17, were part 
of an emerging street gang trying to prove 
themselves.

• In St. Petersburg, Russia, a group of 10 
to 12 drunken teenagers beat and stabbed 
a 9-year-old Tajik girl to death, and severely 
wounded her father and 11-year-old cousin. 
The attackers were armed with knives, brass 
knuckles, chains, and bats, and assaulted 
the three Central Asians in a courtyard in the 
city center. Many Tajiks come to Russia in 
hopes of making a living and are often tar-
geted in such attacks.

• In Darwin, Australia, two teenage boys 
murdered two female Thai prostitutes. The 
boys tied up the women and tossed them 
alive into a crocodile-infested river. They 
were convicted on March 19, 2005, and 
given sentences of life imprisonment, with 
nonparole periods set at 25 years. One of 
the boys during the police interview stated 
that he killed the prostitutes because “just 
suddenly something really irritated me, can’t 
remember (what) but it just ticked me off 
really bad.”

• In London, England, police arrested four 
teenagers in connection with the killing of 
a 10-year-old immigrant from Nigeria. The 
stabbing death, on the stairwell of a hous-

ing project, caused revulsion because of 
evidence that showed passers-by had let the 
boy bleed to death. The boy, Damilola Taylor, 
was attacked in the early evening as he re-
turned from an after-school computer class. 
Stabbed in the leg, he dragged himself to the 
open stairwell, where he died from loss of 
blood.

• In Ahmedabad, India, a 15-year-old Indian 
boy died after setting himself ablaze upon 
hearing his parents were infected with HIV. 
Reports claimed that the boy was worried 
about his future and being ostracized from 
society. In India even schools turn children 
away whose parents have HIV. 

• In Accra, Ghana, hundreds of youths re-
turning from a funeral for Muslims killed in 
Africa’s worst soccer disaster vented their an-
ger, attacking a police station and destroying 
kiosks in a working-class neighborhood. The 
youths had come from a funeral service for 
30 people killed in a mass stampede at the 
Accra sports stadium. A total of 126 people 
died in the crush.

Unfortunately, there are no reliable compar-
ative data on juvenile crime across countries, 
which makes it impossible to make accurate 
cross-cultural comparisons on the amount of 
delinquency committed and the number of ju-
veniles who are committing it.

Sources: Spiro Doukas, “Crowd Management: Past and 

Contemporary Issues,” The Sports Journal, online at http://

www.thesportjournal.org/2006Journal/Vol9-No2/Doukas

.asp, accessed April 20, 2007; “New Damilola Trial is Con-

sidered,” BBC News, online at http://www.212.58.240.37/

1/hi/england/london/4874872.stm, accessed April 20, 

2007; “Indian Boy Kills Self on Hearing Parents Have HIV,” 

Khaleej Times, online at http://www.khaleejtimes.com/Display

ArticleNew.asp?col=&section=subcontinent&xfi le=data/

subcontinent/2006/July/subcontinent_July96.xml, accessed 

April 20, 2007; “Prostitutes Thrown to Crocs,” News 24, Break-

ing News, Fast, online at http://www.news24.com/News24/

HomeLite/, accessed April 20, 2007; “Racist Violence on 

the Rise,” World Press, online at http://www.worldpress

.org/Europe/2375.cfm, accessed April 20, 2007; “Teens Ar-

rested in Rash of Robberies,” CBC News, online at http://www

.cbc.ca/canada/montreal/story/2006/06/30/qc-arrests

.html, accessed April 20, 2007.

Children and Crime
D E L I N Q U E N C Y  A R O U N D  T H E  G L O B Eb o x  1 - 1
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8 s e c t i o n  1 Nature and Extent of Delinquency

dealership into delivering a $123,000 BMW to him at his high school. After 
completing the paperwork that was mailed to him at his home, the youth called 
the auto dealer pretending to be a banker confi rming a wire transfer, and the 
dealership in turn delivered the BMW to the high school.3

 Regardless of the seriousness of their offenses, when children commit 
crimes, people ask questions, such as: Why do they do it? and What can be done 
to prevent it? These questions invite others: What is the child’s family like? Does 
the mother work outside the home? Where is the father? Who are the child’s 
friends? Did the child watch too much television? How should society react to 
serious juvenile crime? Should offenders be rehabilitated? Punished severely? 
How should we punish or treat juvenile offenders? 
 Our approach to juvenile delinquency is different than what is often articu-
lated by other criminologists. We believe that delinquents do not parachute onto 
Earth when they are 10, 11, or 12 years old. In others words, whereas most 
criminologists ignore the fi rst decade of a child’s life in their explanations of 
delinquency, we, on the other hand, consider the fi rst years of life to be the most 
critical. We also think that children who are called delinquents are produced by 
a society that practices the benign neglect of all children. In our view, juvenile 
delinquency represents the culmination of a process that begins at conception 
and evolves through adolescence. It “begins in the beginning” of life, and not 
at some arbitrary point identifi ed by criminologists. The womb after all is an 
environment. One in which the unborn child develops more rapidly than at any 
other stage of his or her life. What occurs in the womb might adversely affect 
a child throughout life, including his or her life chances and opportunities. An 
ever-growing body of scientifi c research continues to affi rm these claims. Sci-
entists, for example, at the Harvard School of Public Health, have discovered 
that mercury in seafood may cause heart damage and irreversible impairment 
to brain function in children, both in the womb and as they grow.4 Researchers 
at Washington University in St. Louis found that just two cocktails consumed 

Delinquency is the 
culmination of a 

process that begins 
at conception; not 

at an arbitrary 
point established by 
criminologists. The 

life of the fetus in the 
womb might have a 
deleterious effect on 

a child throughout 
his or her life.
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c h a p t e r  1 Defi ning Delinquency 9

by a pregnant woman may be enough to kill developing brain cells in an unborn 
child, leading to neurological problems that can haunt the youngster for a life-
time. Debilitations, such as low birth weight and brain damage have been found 
to be precursors to delinquency.5 

STATUS OF CHILDREN

Status refers to a socially defi ned position in a group characterized by certain 
rights, expectations, and duties. Who someone is in relation to others affects 
how he or she interacts with them and how others interact with him or her. 
There are two types of statuses: achieved status and ascribed status. Achieved 
status is a position in a group based on merit, achievement, or accomplishments, 
such as being a college student or being a juvenile delinquent. Ascribed status is 
a position based on who you are, not on what you do; some examples include 
being born an Asian American or female. However, status involves a mixture of 
ascription and achievement: Ascribed status infl uences achieved status. It is no 
coincidence that children who live in poverty score lower on standardized tests, 
and it is also no coincidence they are more likely than children who grow up in 
stable middle- and upper-class homes to become delinquent.6 
 Of all statuses, the status of child is one of the least privileged. The system-
atic denial of privilege leads to oppression. All children are oppressed to one 
degree or another, but some are oppressed more than others. The personal and 
social cruelty children experience falls on a continuum ranging from straight-
forward demands for obedience to being yelled at constantly, which may be as 
damaging as physical abuse.7 Some people believe unborn children are the least 
privileged of all, since they possess no constitutional rights, and, once born, the 
Constitution “does not . . . provide [them] with any protective rights,”8 nor does 
the Constitution provide children with the opportunity to affect their status, for 
instance, by allowing them to vote. Thus, children often suffer grievously at the 
hands of adult caretakers. Two early incidents of child abuse concerning Emily 
Thompson and Mary Ellen Wilson, which produced very different outcomes, 
may better illustrate this.

Emily Thompson

In June 1871 Henry Bergh, who founded in 1866 the American Society for 
the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals was presented with his fi rst case of child 
abuse. A woman entered Bergh’s offi ce and asked that he intervene on behalf of 
8-year-old Emily Thompson. At the time, Emily was in the care of Mary Ann 
Larkin, who, according to neighbors, beat her almost daily in her backyard. 
Mary Ann Larkin claimed Emily’s parents and grandparents were deceased. 
Emily was removed from the home and taken to the courts, which agreed she 
was abused after seeing her bruised and battered body, but then returned her 
to her abuser because she had no other living relatives. Within that same week, 
a woman named Violet Bickom showed up on Bergh’s doorstep. Violet lived 
in New Jersey and had read about Emily’s case in the newspaper. Surprisingly 
enough, Violet was Emily’s allegedly dead grandmother. When Emily’s parents 
died, her grandmother had felt she was too old to raise a child and turned her 

Should children have the 

right to vote? If so, what 

should the voting age be? 

If not, why not?

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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10 s e c t i o n  1 Nature and Extent of Delinquency

over to Mary Ann’s care under the condition she be raised and treated as one 
of her own. Mary Ann took the child in and, a short time later, told Violet that 
Emily had died; she also told Emily that Violet had died. Emily went to live with 
her grandmother after this lie was discovered.9

Mary Ellen Wilson

Most criminologists consider the fi rst case of child abuse in the United States to 
be that of Mary Ellen Wilson in 1874. It is more accurate, however, to say that 
Mary Ellen’s case was the fi rst child abuse case where a child was removed from 
an abusive home. (Emily Thompson had been returned to her abusive caretaker.) 
 In September 1874, Mrs. Etta Angell Wheeler heard about the abuse of a 
10-year-old girl named Mary Ellen Wilson. Mary Ellen’s father died at war, 
and her mother placed her in the temporary care of a babysitter. Mary Ellen’s 
mother did not return for several months and did not provide her any support. 
Then one day she showed up drunk and newly married, wanting to take Mary 
Ellen home. The babysitter could see that this new marriage had changed Mary 
Ellen’s mother, and she did not want to put Mary Ellen back with her, so she 
told her that Mary Ellen had died. Later, she could no longer care for Mary El-
len, so she took her to an orphanage claiming her mother had abandoned her.
 A man who had lost all of his own children to illness later adopted Mary 
Ellen. He told his wife that Mary Ellen was his illegitimate daughter, and she 

Mary Ellen Wilson 
was the victim in the 

fi rst recorded child 
abuse case in the 

United States. Laws 
preventing cruelty to 
animals were used to 
remove her from the 
home of her abusive 
foster parents. This 
photo shows Mary 
Ellen, age 9, at her 
court appearance.
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c h a p t e r  1 Defi ning Delinquency 11

agreed to accept Mary Ellen but hated her every day she knew her. Mary Ellen 
was treated as though she were a slave. She was only allowed to wear one set 
of clothes and was rarely bathed. She slept on a piece of rug under a window in 
the living room and was locked in a closet whenever her mother left the house. 
Mary Ellen had no toys and was never allowed outside to play with the other 
children. When a police offi cer who lived in her building found her locked in a 
closet in her home, he gave her some candy, which she had never before tasted. 
Though he treated her well, the police offi cer never did anything to save Mary 
Ellen from her abuser.
 Sadly, many people knew of the abuse Mary Ellen was suffering, including 
the police offi cer. Her suffering went on for years, until Etta Wheeler and Henry 
Bergh entered her life. Etta Wheeler fi rst visited Mary Ellen’s home in Septem-
ber 1874 and found her covered in bruises and scars. Mary Ellen had a gash in 
her forehead infl icted by the caretaker with a pair of scissors. She made several 
return visits to check on Mary Ellen. At the time, there were no laws in effect 
to protect children, so Wheeler persuaded Henry Bergh from the American So-
ciety for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, to go to court on Mary Ellen’s 
behalf. Mary Ellen’s “foster” mother, Mary Connolly, was convicted of assault 
and battery and sentenced to a year of hard labor in the city penitentiary. Mary 
Ellen stated to the court: “Mamma has been in the habit of whipping and beat-
ing me almost every day. She used to whip me with a twisted whip, a raw hide. 
I have no recollection of ever having been kissed and have never been kissed by 
Mamma.”10 
 After the trial, Mary Ellen went to live with Etta Wheeler’s sister. In 1888, 
at age 24, she married Lewis Schutt, and had two daughters who both became 
schoolteachers. Mary Ellen died October 30, 1956, at age 92.11 Not until eight 
months after Mary Ellen’s case, in April 1875, was the New York Society for the 
Prevention of Cruelty to Children created. Soon thereafter, other states began to 
form child protection agencies.
 Like Emily and Mary Ellen, children today are often regarded as mere chat-
tel or the property of their parents. Adults often act toward children in ways 
they are prohibited from behaving toward other adults. As Bill Cosby has said, 
“I brought you into this world, and I can take you out.” For instance, in 2007, 
17-year-old high school senior, Nicole Beecroft, stabbed her newborn baby 135 
times then put her in a garbage can outside her home.12 Debra Liberman beat 
her 7-year-old adopted daughter with a dog chain and keys, burned her wrists 
on a stove, doused her naked body with bleach, then locked the girl inside a 
closet in a coal cellar with a burning furnace fi lter.13 And, since 1950, no fewer 
than 4,450 Catholic priests have been accused of molesting more than 11,000 
minors.14 Every year, nearly three million cases of child maltreatment, which in-
cludes abuse and neglect, are reported to child protection agencies, and roughly 
one million of the reported cases are confi rmed.15

 There is strong evidence that child maltreatment adversely affects the lives of 
children. In a now classic study by Cathy Widom and Michael Maxfi eld, which 
was conducted over a 25-year period, 908 children whose cases of victimization 
and child maltreatment had been substantiated were matched by sex, age, race, 
and family socioeconomic status with a comparison group of 667 children not 
offi cially recorded as being abused or neglected. They reported sobering results:

•  Being abused or neglected increased the likelihood of arrest as a juvenile by 
59 percent.
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•  Maltreated children were younger at the time of their fi rst arrest, commit-
ting nearly twice as many offenses, and were arrested more frequently.

•  Physically abused and neglected (versus sexually abused children) were the 
most likely to be arrested for a violent crime.

•  Abused and neglected girls were also at increased risk of arrests for vio-
lence as juveniles and adults. 

Childhood maltreatment represents a serious social problem. Child abuse and 
neglect increase the likelihood of delinquency, adult criminality, and violent 
criminal behavior. Victims of child maltreatment also are characterized by poor 
performance in school, mental health problems, and generally low levels of 
achievement.16

EARLY PROHIBITIONS OF JUVENILE BEHAVIOR

The systematic denial of privileges and subsequent oppression of children is not 
new. Throughout history it has been common for children to be viewed as dif-
ferent from and inferior to adults. In the process, many different human so-
cieties have constructed legal prohibitions aimed at regulating the behavior of 
juveniles.

The Code of Hammurabi

The Code of Hammurabi is one of the oldest known sets of written laws. Ham-
murabi ruled Babylon from 1792 to 1750 b.c. He created 282 rules for the king-
dom, each accompanied by exact punishments. Many of the rules prescribed 
severe penalties, applying the dictum “an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.” 
Rule 195 was specifi cally aimed at children who disobeyed their parents: “If a 
son strikes his father, his hands shall be cut off.” The Code also established a 
special set of rules for adopted children. For instance, Rule 192 stated: “If an 
adopted child says to his father or mother ‘You are not my father or my mother,’ 
his tongue shall be cut off.” Rule 193 added that if an adopted son returned to 
his biological parents, then his eyes would be plucked out.17

The Greek Empire

The Greek Empire covered the years between the sixth and third centuries b.c., 
and juvenile misbehavior was considered to be a serious problem. The Greeks 
responded to delinquency by passing laws that held parents responsible for the 
behavior of their children. These are likely the fi rst parent liability laws (see 
Box 1-2).
 If today’s defi nition of assault were applied to the behavior of ancient Greek 
children, Greek society would be said to have been fi lled with children who 
were “psychopathic delinquents.” In fact, many Greek children were so bad that 
a law was passed specifi cally prohibiting them from beating up their parents. 
Some historians blame the aggressive behavior on the values of the larger so-
ciety. Young Greeks were exposed to violence from an early age. Their heads 
were fi lled with stories of psychopathic gods and humans, such as Kronos, who 
castrated his father, and Hephaestus, who chained up his mother, and reprobate 
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O
ne shocking incident of child abuse took 
place several years ago in Atlanta at 
the House of Prayer. The event captured 

attention worldwide because it raised many 
questions. For instance: Under what circum-
stances is it acceptable to physically punish 
children? Is it acceptable to whip children in 
public? Should the law interfere with the reli-
gious beliefs of parents to rear their children? 

Atlanta police recently arrested Pastor Ar-
thur Allen, age 70, and fi ve members of his 
130-member church, who whipped children 
as a form of discipline. The House of Prayer 
leader and the church members were charged 
with cruelty to children. Even though they 
have been arrested, church members said 
they would continue to whip unruly children. 
They believe parents have an absolute right to 
discipline their children however they see fi t. 
What parents do to their children is no busi-
ness of the state. The beatings were done 
at the church, executed by parents and other 
adults with belts and switches under the su-
pervision of Pastor Allen, who advised them 
on how severe the beatings should be. Allen 
based his decision on the seriousness of the 
infraction, the child’s age, and whether the 
child had expressed remorse. For instance, 
teenage girls who had sex were whipped dur-
ing church services, after having their skirts or 

dresses removed. Children who misbehaved 
at public school were later beaten at church. 
Three adults held one 7-year-old boy in the air 
while his uncle whipped him with a switch, as 
Allen stood by giving instructions. A 16-year-
old girl was beaten with belts for 30 minutes. 
Police photographs showed 3-inch-long welts 
on some children, and a 10-year-old boy had 
open wounds on his stomach and side.

On October 18, 2002, Allen was found 
guilty of cruelty to children and sentenced to 
10 years with 90 days in jail and the rest on 
probation. Allen violated his probation and 
eluded authorities for fi ve months before be-
ing found by National Park Service rangers 
in a parked car. He was arrested, and is now 
out of jail after serving a two-year prison sen-
tence. Four other church members were also 
convicted three years ago in connection with 
the beatings of children at the church and 
served time in jail.

Sources: Beth Warren, “County Won’t Call Minister ‘Indigent,’” 

The Atlanta Journal-Constitution, December 2, 2003:B2; Steve 

Visser, “Minister Sentenced to 2 Years,” The Atlanta Journal-

Constitution, August 26, 2003:B3; Jill Young Miller, “Judge 

Pleads for Compliance from Subdued Allen,” The Atlanta 

Journal-Constitution, October 18, 2002: A18; “Pastor in Cru-

elty Case Out of Prison,” online at http://www.rickross.com/

reference/house/house46.html, accessed April 20, 2007. 

The House of Prayer
A  W I N D O W  O N  D E L I N Q U E N C Yb o x  1 - 2

humans, such as Oedipus, who killed his father and married his mother, and, 
Orestes, who killed his mother. They were also taught what parents might do to 
children: 

• Heracles slaughtered his children in a fi t of madness.

• Agave killed and dismembered her son, Pentheus.

•  Tantalus chopped up his son, Pelops, for a banquet held in honor of the 
gods.

•  Laius nailed together the ankles of his infant son, Oedipus, before leaving 
the child to perish on a mountain.

•  Medea murdered her children to avenge herself upon her husband because 
he had abandoned her for another woman.
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14 s e c t i o n  1 Nature and Extent of Delinquency

These and other related teachings created a society in which (1) violent and de-
structive relations between children and adults were not uncommon and (2) the 
propensity toward delinquency was in part rooted in one’s relationship with 
one’s parents.18

The Middle Ages

There is very little documentation describing adult–child relations in the 
Middle Ages (a.d. 500–1500). What writings there are suggest that children 
were treated poorly. In fact, it was not uncommon for mothers to suffocate their 
children and leave their dead bodies on the streets. However, despite their poor 
treatment, children in the Middle Ages were viewed more like miniature adults 
than they are today. Children were permitted to curse, openly engage in sex, 
drink (in taverns and at home), and wear fi rearms, and they were not required 
to attend school.19 Laws regulating the problematic behavior of children began 
to emerge in the 10th century, when King Aethelstand (924–939) pronounced 
that a thief over age 12 should receive the death penalty if he or she stole more 
than eight pence (a considerably small amount of money). However, this decla-
ration was later modifi ed to provide that a person under age 16 could not be put 
to death unless he or she resisted or ran away.20 These laws recognized that a 
child under a certain minimum age—12 years—was exempt from prosecution 
and punishment; they provided little distinction between older juveniles and 
adults.

The 16th and 17th Centuries

One of the best accounts of juvenile delinquency in the 1500s and 1600s is found 
in Mary Perry’s Crime and Society in Early Modern Seville. The youths of Se-
ville, Spain, committed many unlawful acts, including theft, gambling, prosti-
tution, and homosexual solicitation. As Perry noted, boys and girls alike were 
arrested:

Prostitution also offered a livelihood for boys. Some became pimps for their 
sisters or girl friends, but others became prostitutes themselves. Some boys in-
volved in homosexual acts in Seville were as young as eight years, but it is likely 
that the younger boys were victims rather than working prostitutes. Children 
growing up in the streets learned the tricks of gambling very early. . . . They 
learned to mark cards with pin pricks, scratches, and watermarks.21

Most of the juveniles who were arrested were street children. Usually they were 
part of the underworld organization of Seville, and as such received protection 
for a price and were required to share their goods with the organization.
 The legal regulation of juveniles in Seville came through secular law (a body 
of legal statutes developed separately from church or canon law). All children 
had a legal identity and were taken care of by their parents or another member 
of the community. Unfortunately, the law did not provide for dependent and ne-
glected children as it does today. In early Seville, children had to fend for them-
selves, and since no law prohibited adults from beating them, their best defense 
was a pair of fast legs and a place to hide.22
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The 18th and 19th Centuries

By the end of the 17th century concern about juvenile delinquency had become 
widespread throughout England. While most juvenile crime involved theft, 
violent crime was also common. Wiley Sanders has reported on some of the 
children’s cases that were tried in the Old Baily (the primary criminal court in 
London) between 1681 and 1758:

•  On January 17, 1684, John Atkins, a little boy, was indicted for stealing a 
silver tankard valued at 10 pounds. He was found guilty, sentenced, and 
sent out of the country.

•  On April 16, 1735, John Smith, a young boy, was indicted for stealing 
4 yards of printed linen valued at 5 shillings. He was found guilty and 
exiled from the country.

•  On December 7, 1758, Thomas Lyon, age 12, was sentenced to be trans-
ported for 7 years for stealing a watch.23

At a time when juveniles were commonly being sentenced to prison or trans-
ported for theft, the penalties they received could be much more severe. In 1733, 
for example, Elizabeth Ran, a little girl, was sentenced to death for stealing 
from Stephen Freeman—to whom she was apprenticed. Prison, however, was 
the usual punishment for delinquency at this time. Between 1813 and 1815, 208 
boys and 40 girls under age 15 were committed to Newgate prison in London. 
The next year, 429 boys and 85 girls were incarcerated.24

 As an alternative to prison, many English children were banished along with 
adults. Two ships, the Leviathan and the Retribution, each held between 30 and 
40 juveniles on their trips to Australia. And in 1829, of 4,000 convicts placed on 
board the Euryalus, nearly 300 were juveniles, 72 of them under age 13.25

 By the mid-1800s juvenile delinquency had become a serious problem in 
England. In London, the greatly feared criminal class, with its large numbers 
of children, was being coupled with the related problems of poverty, internal 
migration, and population growth. John Wade, in his book A Treatise on the 
Police and Crimes of the Metropolis, reported on a theory of delinquency that 
was popularly subscribed to:

There are, probably, 70,000 persons in the Metropolis [London] who regularly 
live by theft and fraud; most of these have women, with whom they cohabit, 
and their offspring, as a matter of course, follow the example of their parents, 
and recruit the general mass of mendicancy, prostitution, and delinquency. 
This is the chief source of juvenile delinquents, who are also augmented by 
children, abandoned by the profl igate among the working classes, by those of 
poor debtors confi ned, of paupers without settlement, and by a few wayward 
spirits from reputable families, who leave their homes without cause, either 
from the neglect or misfortune of their natural protectors. Children of this de-
scription are found in every part of the metropolis, especially in the vicinity 
of the theaters, the marketplace, the parks, fi elds, and outskirts of the town. 
Many of them belong to organized gangs of predators, and are in the regular 
employ and training of older thieves; others obtain a precarious subsistence by 
begging, running errands, selling playbills, picking pockets, and pilfering from 
shops and stalls. Some of them never knew what it is to be in a bed, taking ref-
uge in sheds, under stalls, piazzas, and about brick-kilns; they have no homes; 
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others have homes, either with their parents, or in obscure lodging-houses, but 
to which they cannot return unless the day’s industry of crime has produced a 
stipulated sum.26

As reported in the writings of Wade and others, juvenile delinquents were seen 
as thieves or prostitutes, frequently employed by older criminals, living in urban 
poverty, often orphaned or deserted, and likely to end up in prison.27

 Under the existing law, children under age 7 were presumed incapable of 
harboring criminal intent. Therefore, they were exempt from criminal penalties. 
Children between the ages of 7 and 14 were also presumed to be lacking crimi-
nal intent. However, the law did not always limit prosecutors, and historical 
records reveal that in the early 1800s a child of 13 was hanged for the theft of a 
spoon, and a 9-year-old boy was executed for minor theft from a printer.28

AMERICAN DELINQUENCY

Children in the American colonies were often treated badly by both adults and 
the law. How they were treated was a sign of how children generally were cared 
for in the Colonial era, which was very similar to the treatment they received 
years earlier in England. The English who settled the colonies saw children as a 
source of labor, service, and little more. As such, until about 1880, child labor 
was widespread in America. The apprenticeship system was widely practiced. It 
was customary for the poor to give their children to farmers or craftsmen who 
would teach them a trade. Orphaned children were sold into apprenticeship, 
where they were often poorly treated. Corporal punishment was the rule, not 
the exception.29

American Colonies

It was not just apprenticed children who faced strict regulations on their behav-
iors: all children did. In 1641 the General Court of Massachusetts Bay Colony 
passed the Stubborn Child Law, which stated that children who disobeyed their 
parents would be put to death.30 The text of the statute was drawn almost ver-
batim from the Book of Deuteronomy (21:18–21). The Stubborn Child Law de-
scended from the Puritans’ belief that unacknowledged social evils would bring 
the wrath of God down upon the entire colony. The Puritans believed they had 
no choice but to react to juvenile misbehavior in a severe and calculated manner. 
However, not all colonies adopted the Stubborn Child Law. Outside Massachu-
setts, children found guilty of a serious crime frequently were whipped, and 
caning was commonly practiced.31 
 It was more than just the activity of children that concerned the colonists; 
children’s inactivity bothered them as well. In 1646 the Virginia General As-
sembly passed legislation to prevent “slouth and idleness where young children 
are easily corrupted,”32 and in 1672, the General Court of Massachusetts Bay 
Colony prohibited an adult from luring a young person from his or her studies 
or work. In addition, “rude, stubborn, and unruly” children were to be sepa-
rated from their parents and placed with masters who would “correct” the mis-
behavior of boys until they were 21 and girls until age 18. Children over 14 who 
were found guilty of lying would be punished with a monetary fi ne for the fi rst 
offense and higher fi nes thereafter.33 
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The Puritans were ambivalent toward children. While they believed children 
were born in sin and should submit to adult authority and hard labor, they also 
thought children required separate legal provisions. For instance, in 1660 the 
laws of the Massachusetts Bay Colony provided that

for sodomy . . . children under fourteen were to be “severely punished” but not 
executed; for cursing and smiting parents, . . . only those “above sixteen years 
old, and of suffi cient understanding” could be put to death; for being stubborn 
or rebellious sons . . . only those “of suffi cient years and understanding [sixteen 
years of age]” were liable; for arson, . . . the law also applied only to those “of 
the age of sixteen years and upward” for “denying the Scriptures to be the in-
fallible word of God,” again the minimum age was sixteen for those who were 
liable to the death penalty.34

The Puritans made no distinction between delinquency and sin. The laws of the 
colony were the laws of God, and children who misbehaved violated God’s law. 
 The Puritans were not the only people concerned about children. By the 18th 
century childhood was considered a special period of life during which children 
needed thoughtful guidance and discipline. Children were seen as “fragile, in-
nocent, and sacred, on one hand, but corruptible, trying, and arrogant on the 
other hand.”35 This perspective of children was widely held by the upper class, 
which demanded the close supervision of children, the need for discipline rather 
than coddling, the importance of modesty, and strict obedience to authority. 

Postcolonial Patterns of Delinquency

While humanitarian control motivated early interest in children, the actual pur-
pose of reforms, such as compulsory or required education (see Chapter 11), was 
to control the children of poor immigrants. Their swarming, ragged presence on 
city streets made them highly visible to a worried and fearful public. For the fi rst 
time, Americans were forced to confront large numbers of children who had no 
home or lived an undisciplined existence. Thus, the new concern for children 
was paradoxically tied to the fear that many of them threatened the well-being 
of society.36

 This fear of children was based on personal experiences. In the early 19th 
century, America was in the midst of a massive economic depression. Crime 
soared. Lawlessness spread like wildfi re. Particularly worrisome was the harass-
ing and assaultive behavior of juvenile gangs (see Chapter 12). An editorial in a 
Philadelphia newspaper expressed both fear and outrage over the “new” street 
gangs:

A few nights ago, a number of boys assembled on Fifth-street, between Mar-
ket and Chestnut-streets to divert themselves with fi ring squibs. A gentleman 
and a servant driving a carriage, with a pair of horses had broken loose. The 
boys (saw this as) a fi ne opportunity for sport and mischief, and eagerly seized 
the moment, to light a squib, and fl ing it towards the horses. Luckily . . . the 
beasts were in good hands, and, though frightened, were prevented from (run-
ning off). Had not this been the case, the newspapers might (be reporting) a list 
of fi ve or six persons killed or wounded.37 

By the early 1800s juvenile gangs had become an unwanted fi xture in big cit-
ies. They would hang out on street corners, verbally abuse pedestrians, and pelt 
citizens with rocks and snowballs; these were among the least threatening of 
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their behaviors. The more serious behaviors of these violent gangs of juveniles 
included robbing innocent citizens.38 Something needed to be done, but what? 

The Child Savers

In the fi rst quarter of the 19th century, America underwent rapid social change 
in response to the Industrial Revolution. Meanwhile, leisure time increased 
for wealthy people, public education burgeoned, and communal life in the cit-
ies began to break down. While simultaneously fearful and worried about the 
changes occurring around them, affl uent people needed something to fi ll their 
lives. They turned their attention to saving other people’s children, reasoning 
that in the long run they in turn would be saving themselves. Those who joined 
this movement formed a group called the Child Savers.
 Like other Americans, the Child Savers believed in the goodness of children, 
seeing them as being born good and becoming bad. Juvenile crime was blamed 
on exposure to poverty, overcrowding, immigration, and lack of parental guid-
ance. Therefore, the solution to youth crime was to remove problem children 
from bad homes and place them in good, rehabilitating environments.39

Early History of Institutional Control Child Savers actively pursued the 
passage of legislation that would permit placing children in reformatories, es-
pecially juvenile paupers. The goal of removing children from extreme poverty 
was admirable, but resulted in transforming children into nonpersons (or people 
without legal rights). Children were shunted into factories, poorhouses, orphan-
ages, and houses of refuge, where they were poorly treated with almost no at-
tention given to their individual needs. All too often, the legal system hid these 
problems from public view, taking away children’s freedoms and occasionally 
their lives in the process.
 Under the guise of providing children with better preparation for life, the 
new institutions sometimes did children more harm than good. A case involving 
the Children’s Aid Society clearly illustrates this point: The society originally 
sought to place “unwanted” children in good homes in the countryside where 
they would learn to value hard work and love nature, but what evolved was 
a profi t-making organization that drafted nearly 250,000 children into inden-
tured servitude until age 18 (see Box 1-3).40

 Some of the fi rst recorded attempts to formally control delinquency in the 
United States took place in the 1800s. By this time childhood was regarded 
as a period of life that deserved the care and attention its innocent nature de-
manded.41 In cities, such as New York, Philadelphia, and Boston, confl icting 
aspects of juvenile behavior gained public notice. In big cities, the young delin-
quent stood in sharp contrast to the purity of childhood. Child Savers launched 
interventionist efforts to save delinquents, relieve the circumstances of their de-
velopment, and guide them fi rmly toward the path of righteousness. This path, 
however, was often a winding one due to the anxieties of these well-meaning 
reformers. To them, delinquents were not just innocent children gone wrong; 
they were “bad seeds” capable of causing much harm and wreaking havoc on 
society. They had to be restrained from activities that violated social norms, and 
these restraints sometimes reached astonishing dimensions. As for their parents, 
some interventionists felt they should be sterilized to prevent further members of 
the “dangerous class” from being born.

Were the orphan trains 

a viable solution for 

preventing delinquency? 

How does society today 

manage orphaned and 

unwanted children?

t h i n ka b o u t  i t

M4313.indb   18M4313.indb   18 8/23/07   4:07:50 PM8/23/07   4:07:50 PM



c h a p t e r  1 Defi ning Delinquency 19

I
n the mid-19th century thousands of chil-
dren who were orphans, runaways, and 
throwaways fi lled the streets of New York 

City. Many of them were incarcerated or put in 
poorhouses. Reverend Charles Loring Brace, 
who in 1853 established the Children’s Aid 
Society to provide homeless children with 
shelter and education, took a more daring 
tact. Between 1854 and 1929, the society 
ran “orphan trains” that carried approximately 
250,000 abandoned children from New York 
to locations in the West where they were ad-
opted by Christian farm families.

The process of fi nding new homes for the 
children was haphazard. At town meetings 
across the country, farming families took their 
pick of the orphan train riders. Children who 
were not selected got back on board the train 
and continued to the next town. The children 
who were selected and those who adopted 
them had one year to decide whether they 
would stay together. If either decided not to, 
the child would be returned to the Society, 
board the next train out of town, and be of-
fered to another family.

Although approximately 39 percent of the 
orphan train riders were female, Brace re-
ferred to his passengers almost exclusively 
as “lads.” Female orphan train riders were 
treated decidedly different than the boys. 
Brace felt that street-girls were less salvage-

able and “hopeless” after the age of 14 be-
cause he perceived them to be “weak in 
fl esh” and prematurely “womanly.” The Chil-
dren’s Aid Society did, however, continue to 
send girls to the undeveloped West, as it was 
in dire need of relief for the overworked farm 
wife. Orphan train girls were often treated 
harshly by their host families; considered 
cheap domestic help as opposed to new fam-
ily members. It was thought that the best that 
could be expected of the female orphans was 
that they would eventually get married.

The impact of Brace’s efforts on children’s 
lives was variable. Some children thrived. Two 
boys became governors, one became a Su-
preme Court justice, and others became may-
ors, congressmen, or local representatives. 
Thousands of others did not fare so well. 
Many became drifters and thieves; at least 
one became a murderer. The vast majority of 
the children, however, led ordinary and unac-
complished lives.

Sources: D. Bruce Ayler, The Orphan Train Collection, online at 

http://www.orphantrainriders.com/, accessed April 20, 2007; 

Rachel Bandy, Robert Regoli, and John Hewitt, “Farmed-Out: 

A Case Study of Differential Oppression Theory and Female 

Child Farm Labor in the Early 20th Century,” Free Inquiry in 

Creative Sociology 33:3–19 (2005); Stephen O’Connor, Or-

phan Trains (Boston: Houghton Miffl in Company, 2001); Mari-

lyn Irvin Holt, The Orphan Trains: Placing out in America (Lin-

coln: University of Nebraska Press, 1992).

The Orphan Trains
D E L I N Q U E N C Y  P R E V E N T I O Nb o x  1 - 3

 In this political climate, the doctrine of parens patriae emerged from English 
common law. This doctrine defi ned the state as a kind and caring parent, and 
as “the ultimate guardian of every child.” As a “super-parent,” the state enjoyed 
wide latitude in its efforts to redeem delinquent children. One of the earliest judi-
cial expressions of parens patriae was fought vigorously in 1838 by a distraught 
father whose child had fallen victim to the “compassion” of the Philadelphia 
House of Refuge. Mary Ann Crouse was committed to the house of refuge by 
her mother, who alleged she was incorrigible, meaning her mother thought she 
was hopeless.42 Mary Ann’s father disagreed, arguing that the commitment pro-
cedures were unfair, and that she was only accused of committing what later be-
came known as a status offense (see Chapter 2), an act only illegal for children. 
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The child herself was allowed neither defense nor trial. The court accepted the 
mother’s charge and committed Mary Ann to the state for guidance. 

New York House of Refuge The fi rst house of refuge opened in 1825 in New 
York State; it represents another example of the mixture of concerns underly-
ing the philosophy of parens patriae. In 1824 nearly 10,000 children under age 
14 were living in poverty in New York City. Many were concerned not only 
for their welfare, but also “that this mass of pauperism [would] form a fruitful 
nursery of crime, unless prevented by the watchful superintendence of the legis-
lature.”43 The New York House of Refuge served as one of the main instruments 
to remedy this problem. Designed to save children from a life of crime, the house 
soon revealed an orientation toward saving society from children. 
 The reformers’ attitudes toward delinquency were rooted in their beliefs 
about poverty and delinquency. Poverty was linked with idleness, which was 
seen as a reprehensible moral quality that led to crime. The managers of the 
New York House of Refuge translated this equation into a severely regimented 
boot camp type of existence for house inmates where “children were marched 
from one activity to the next, were put on a rigid time schedule . . . and were 

In the early 
nineteenth century, 
children of any age 

could be brought 
before the court. 

Here, a three-year-
old boy is being 

accused by his 
mother of terrorizing 

the home.
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corporally punished for being uncooperative.”44 Children suffered terribly at the 
hands of adults whose mixture of hostility and kindness produced a peculiar 
atmosphere. There was an emphasis on remorse and punishment, which was 
common to most houses of refuge. Not only were children accused of crimes 
persuaded to see the error of their ways, but they were also made to suffer for 
their crimes. Retribution in the form of punishment provided the most conve-
nient method of conversion.

Juvenile Court Progressive reformers continued looking for new solutions to 
the growing problem of juvenile delinquency. Their most signifi cant remedy was 
the creation of the juvenile court in Cook County (Chicago), Illinois, in 1899.45 

Like the earlier houses of refuge, the juvenile court attempted to supervise prob-
lem children closely, but unlike the houses of refuge, this new form of supervi-
sion was to more often occur within the child’s own home and community; not 
in institutions.
 The Child Savers, who were outraged by the plight and the potential threat 
of so many needy children, joined hands with lawyers and penologists to estab-
lish the juvenile court. It began with an 1899 Illinois legislative act “to regulate 
the treatment and control of dependent, neglected, and delinquent children.” 
This Act defi ned a delinquent child as someone “under the age of 16 years who 
violates any law of the State or any City or Village ordinance.” A dependent or 
neglected child was one:

Who for any reason is destitute or homeless or abandoned; or dependent upon 
the public for support; or has not proper parental care or guardianship; or who 
habitually begs or receives alms; or who is found living in any house of ill fame 
or with any vicious or disreputable person; or whose home . . . is an unfi t place 
for such a child; or [one] under the age of 8 years who is found peddling or sell-
ing any article or singing or playing any musical instrument upon the street or 
giving any public entertainment.46

Procedures were civil, not criminal, perhaps because social workers spearheaded 
the court movement. They thought that children had to be treated, not punished, 
and the judge was to be a wise and kind parent. The new court would segregate 
juvenile offenders from adult offenders at all procedural stages. Furthermore, 
the court would hire probation offi cers to exercise friendly supervision over chil-
dren involved in informal court proceedings.47

 The juvenile court reaffi rmed and extended the doctrine of parens patriae.48 
The paternalistic philosophy meant that reformers gave more attention to the 
“needs” of children than to their rights. In their campaign to meet the needs of 
children, the Child Savers enlarged the role of the state to include the handling 
of children in the judicial system. Because of its innovative approach, the juve-
nile court movement spread quickly. Less than a decade after Illinois established 
its juvenile court, 10 more states and the District of Columbia followed suit. By 
1925 all but two states passed juvenile codes. When Wyoming established its 
juvenile court in 1945, the list was complete.49 
 In spite of its speedy reception by jurists and legislatures, “the legal sensibil-
ity of the country proved far more tractable than reality”;50 creating the juvenile 
court proved much easier than making it work. The promise of the all-encom-
passing child-caring role envisaged by court personnel crumbled as municipal 
offi cials who rushed to establish their own juvenile courts quickly discovered 
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that the new institution frequently failed to live up to its goals. In many cities, 
juvenile courts simply did not function in their prescribed tasks. In virtually 
all states, reformatories and penal institutions were still fi lled with hundreds of 
children, and in many jurisdictions where detention homes had not been pro-
vided for court use, children were still confi ned in jails, often with adult crimi-
nals, to await hearings.51 Responses to a 1918 Children’s Bureau questionnaire 
that sought information on the workings of the new court system indicated that 
in most jurisdictions special provisions were not yet made to handle children 
coming before the courts. A report on punishments dealt out to children by one 
court provided commentary on the blending of old ways and new: “65 were sent 
to jail; 40 were placed in a chain gang; 12 were sent to a reformatory and 1 to 
an orphanage; 156 were placed on probation.”52 This report was not atypical; 
many judges still clung to their old attitudes and dealt out the old punishments. 
Moreover, this Children’s Bureau study reported numerous other defi cits in the 
court’s operation: inadequate probation service, general unavailability of treat-
ment facilities, inept record keeping and a failure to use the data that did exist, 
and unqualifi ed judges who lacked either proper legal training or an understand-
ing of children.
 These problems became more acute by staffi ng and fi nancial defi cits. Ideally 
court offi cers were to be trained, experienced, and sympathetic; in practice the 
courts neither attracted nor retained highly qualifi ed people. Top-fl ight judges 
increasingly avoided the juvenile court bench, and as time passed, enthusiasm 
for the court waned.53 In many jurisdictions, particularly in large cities, a sys-
tem of rotation was put in place where judges sat in a specifi c court no longer 
than three months at a time. However, this system hindered the ability of judges 
to thoroughly grasp individual cases and ensured that the fate of a child was 
often passed from one judge at the court to another—a situation that paralleled 
the outside world where the child was shunted from an inadequate home to a 
foster home, then perhaps to another, and fi nally to an institution before the 
cycle began anew. Part of the dilemma facing the early juvenile court had to do 
with who its clients should be; that is, which children and what behavior consti-
tuted juvenile delinquency?

DEFINITIONS OF JUVENILE DELINQUENCY

Delinquency is not an easy concept to defi ne. Over the years, criminologists, 
policy makers, and social reformers all have struggled to describe what behav-
iors constitute delinquency and who is a delinquent. Legally, what delinquency 
is and who is the delinquent might be very different from how delinquency and 
the delinquent are defi ned by the general public. In the next section, we will 
review some defi nitions of delinquency and the delinquent that have emerged at 
different periods of time from legal scholars, criminologists, the public, and the 
media.

Legal Definitions

Through the fi rst six decades of the 20th century, the juvenile court failed to 
make clear distinctions between dependent and neglected children, status of-
fenders, and delinquents. In 1949 Paul Tappan provided a “legalistic” defi nition 
of juvenile delinquency, which underscores the blurring of these concepts:
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Delinquency is any act, course or conduct, or situation which might be brought 
before court and adjudicated whether in fact it comes to be treated there or by 
some other resource or indeed remains untreated. . . . The juvenile delinquent 
is a person who has been adjudicated as such by a court of proper jurisdiction 
though he [or she] may be no different, up until the time of court contact and 
adjudication, at any rate, from masses of children who are not delinquent.54 

For people who accepted this defi nition, any child adjudicated by the juvenile 
court was a delinquent, and any child not adjudicated was not a delinquent.
 For the most part, the period between the 1930s and the early 1960s was 
marked by little change in how juvenile delinquency was defi ned or in which 
activities constituted delinquent conduct. As the decades wore on, however, ju-
veniles became increasingly involved in more serious crimes: for example, motor 
vehicle theft, vandalism, and gang-related incidents. In addition, research was 
beginning to show that more middle- and upper-class juveniles were also engag-
ing in crime.55

 In the 1960s legal and public concern with juvenile delinquency took a 
sharp turn. With baby boomers (people born between 1946 and 1964) reach-
ing their teenage years in the fi rst part of the decade, delinquency rates soared 
to alarming levels. Not only were juveniles being arrested for traditional minor 
property crimes, mischief, and status offenses, but also many young people were 
now being arrested for murder, forcible rape, aggravated assault, and robbery. 
Alarming statistics helped foster increased fear of juveniles among adults.
 Some states responded with new policies whereby juveniles who posed a 
serious threat to the community would be treated as adults. New York, for ex-
ample, is one of several states where juveniles between the ages of 16 and 18 are 
presumed to be adults for the purpose of criminal prosecution. However, New 
York’s Youthful Offender Statute permits judges to grant youthful-offender sta-
tus to “worthy” children between the ages of 16 and 18. This statute enables the 
court to legally process such youths as juveniles and consequently spare them 
from the stigma and severity of a criminal conviction.56 Youths convicted of 
certain offenses, such as murder, arson, and kidnapping, are not eligible for the 
more lenient classifi cation.
 By the early 1970s many states had adopted legislation that redefi ned the 
noncriminal behavior of juveniles. New statutes were written to alter the previ-
ous vague distinctions among status offenses, dependency, and neglect. In 1976 
the National Advisory Committee on Criminal Justice Standards and Goals rec-
ommended that status offenses be limited to only fi ve specifi c categories:

1.  School truancy. This is defi ned as a pattern of repeated or habitual unau-
thorized absence from school by any juvenile subject to compulsory educa-
tion laws (see Chapter 11). The court’s power to intervene in cases of tru-
ancy should be limited to situations where the child’s continued absence 
from school clearly indicates the need for services.

2.  Repeated disregard for or misuses of lawful parental authority. Family 
court jurisdiction under this category should be narrowly restricted to cir-
cumstances where a pattern of repeated disobedient behavior on the part of 
the juvenile or a pattern of repeated unreasonable demands on the part of 
the parents creates a situation of family confl ict clearly evidencing a need 
for services.

3.  Repeated running away from home. Running away is defi ned as a juvenile’s 
unauthorized absence from home for more than 24 hours. Family court 
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jurisdiction in this category should be the last resort for dealing with the 
juvenile who repeatedly runs away from home, refuses or has not benefi ted 
from voluntary services, and is incapable of self-support.

4.  Repeated use of intoxicating beverages. This is defi ned as the repeated pos-
session and/or consumption of intoxicating beverages by a juvenile. In this 
category, the family court should have the power to intervene and provide 
services where a juvenile’s serious, repeated use of alcohol clearly indicates a 
need for these services.

5.  Delinquent acts committed by a juvenile younger than 10 years of age. A 
delinquent act is defi ned as an act that would be a violation of federal or state 
criminal law or of local ordinance if committed by an adult. Family court 
delinquency jurisdiction covers juveniles ages 10 and above. This category is 
intended to cover the situation where a juvenile younger than 10 years repeat-
edly commits acts that would support a delinquency for an older child, or 
where the “delinquent acts” committed are of a serious nature 57 

Similarly, the International Association of Chiefs of Police (IACP) held that the 
term “juvenile delinquent” should be reserved for children who commit criminal 
offenses and who are in need of supervision or treatment. On the other hand, 
the IACP suggested that the term “unruly child” be applied to children who 
commit status offenses, are ungovernable or habitually truant from school, and 
are in need of treatment for those problems.58

 The idea that noncriminal juvenile delinquents are in need of special treat-
ment and supervision by the state—whether they are status offenders, neglected 

Status offenses are 
acts that are only 

illegal for juveniles, 
such as drinking 
alcohol, running 

away, curfew, and 
smoking cigarettes. 

Few juveniles 
who only commit 

status offenses 
are adjudicated 

delinquent by the 
juvenile court.

Why do we have status 

offenses? Should chronic 

status offenders be 

punished or treated? 

What should their 

punishment or 

treatment be?

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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youths, or dependent youths—has spawned a variety of legal designations. While 
Georgia, Ohio, and North Dakota joined the IACP in using the term “unruly 
child,” many other states adopted one or more of the following categorizations:

• MINS: minor in need of supervision

• CHINS: child in need of supervision

• PINS: person in need of supervision

• JINS: juvenile in need of supervision

• YINS: youth in need of supervision

• CHINA: children in need of assistance

In the 1980s many status offenders were unfortunately still being sent to insti-
tutions. One report found that of the more than 25,000 juveniles being held in 
long-term, state-operated correctional institutions, slightly more than 2 percent 
were in custody for status offenses, such as truancy, running away, and incor-
rigible behavior.59 However, it would be misleading to conclude that the remain-
ing 98 percent were in custody for serious criminal offenses. Many of these juve-
niles were chronic status offenders or children who continued to commit status 
offenses despite repeated interventions by family, school, or social service or 
law enforcement agencies. Chronic status offenders typically commit new status 
offenses while on probation and are consequently charged with the criminal of-
fense of violating a valid court order specifying the particular conditions of their 
probation, a process known as bootstrapping (see Chapter 14).60

Social Definitions

As legal defi nitions of juvenile delinquency have varied, so too have its social 
defi nitions. As Norval Morris and Gordon Hawkins so aptly put it:

Juvenile delinquency is not a simple term. It means different things to differ-
ent individuals, and it means different things to different groups. It has meant 
different things in the same group at different times. . . . In popular usage, the 
term juvenile delinquency is used to describe a large number of disapproved 
behaviors of children and youth. In this sense, almost anything the youth does 
that others do not like is called juvenile delinquency.61 

For example, a juvenile’s parents, siblings, or relatives may call a certain behav-
ior delinquent even though no law was violated. The youngster who refuses to 
do household chores, fi ghts with siblings, associates with “bad” friends, talks 
back, and/or listens to the “wrong” music may well be called delinquent by par-
ents, although the juvenile court would likely ignore the problem.
 It is not unusual for parents to complain to their local probation department 
that their child is a juvenile delinquent and beyond their control. Once parents 
discuss the matter in detail with a probation offi cer, they may redefi ne their 
youngster as a problem child, or a person in need of supervision (PINS), but not 
as a delinquent. They may also fi nd family counseling more appropriate than the 
juvenile court for many adolescent problems.
 In the public’s mind, a few juveniles hanging out together on a street cor-
ner elicits the image of a delinquent gang. While these juveniles may not be-
long to any formal gang, it is their appearance that determines a person’s view. 
When juveniles use obscene language, pose in “threatening” ways, listen to 
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explicit music, or wear clothing to set them apart from the adults observing 
them, it is not surprising they are labeled delinquent. However, their actual be-
havior need not be legally defi ned as delinquent for the public defi nition to be 
applied.
 In each of the above settings, juvenile misbehaviors provoke public reac-
tions. On some occasions and in some settings their misbehaviors may be toler-
ated, while in others they may not. When the legal defi nition of delinquency 
applies to a juvenile’s behavior, it suggests that what he or she did exceeds the 
limits of public tolerance, and further suggests that behavior would be consid-
ered inappropriate for adults as well as for children.

Media Representations 

The variety of legal and nonlegal defi nitions of juvenile delinquency suggests the 
there is much subjectivity in defi nitions and images of delinquency. These images 
frequently originate in literature, fi lm, television, music, and video games. When 
art accurately refl ects society, there is little doubt that some degree of reality 
is being represented. From the youthful pickpockets of Dickens’s 19th-century 
London to the neglected and tormented youth in Rebel without a Cause, novels 
and fi lms have been known to catch aspects of juvenile delinquency. However, 
these images of delinquency leave no room for the more subtle shadings of be-
havior, and they overemphasize the more dramatic. Unfortunately, for much of 
society, juvenile delinquency and the delinquent exist exactly as portrayed by 
text, fi lm, or, more recently, in video games.

Literature In Oliver Twist, Charles Dickens describes urban slum life and 
the corrupting effects of adults like Fagin on innocent youths.62 Stephen Crane 
depicts the tribulations of children with his portrayal of a young girl forced into 
prostitution in Maggie: A Girl of the Streets.63 Little doubt exists that their de-
scriptions are reasonably refl ective of the times. Similarly, Mark Twain’s The 
Adventures of Tom Sawyer and The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn seem-
ingly refl ect youthful adventure and misbehavior in the rural Midwest during 
the late 1800s.64 Indeed, Twain may have been among the fi rst to identify a link 
between child maltreatment and delinquency (see Chapter 10) when he wrote 
about Huck running away after being beaten by Pap.65 For Dickens, Crane, and 
Twain, juvenile delinquents are led astray by either corrupt adults or their own 
benign failures.
 Portrayals of juvenile delinquency in early 20th-century American literature 
often focus on the immortalizing effects of the pursuit of wealth, as in Theodore 
Dreiser’s An American Tragedy.66 In addition, the teenage drinking, gang fi ght-
ing, and sexual pursuits of Studs Lonigan in a trilogy of novels written by James 
Farrell in the 1930s suggests juvenile delinquency is largely a product of ethnic 
and lower-class socialization. In the novels, such activities are considered a nor-
mal part of life for a young boy growing up on the South Side of Chicago.
 Another book written in the 1920s emphasizes the contribution of pov-
erty and racial discrimination in the creation of juvenile delinquency. Richard 
Wright’s Black Boy, an autobiographical account of Wright’s childhood in the 
South, suggests that lying, drinking, torturing and killing animals, and stealing 
are all adaptive mechanisms used to distract one from the painful conditions 
imposed by the formal and informal rules of the Jim Crow South.67
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 The images of juvenile delinquency in literature of the 1940s and 1950s also 
refl ect public concerns of the period. Novels such as The Amboy Dukes, The 
Golden Spike, and The Cool World, represent a new concern over urban gangs 
and youthful drug addiction.68 Evan Hunter’s The Blackboard Jungle describes 
a growing loss of control in inner city high schools,69 while middle-class delin-
quency was introduced in J.D. Salinger’s The Catcher in the Rye.70 The novels 
of these two decades suggest an increased concern with the problems of youth 
in general, not just with the social and economic conditions that foster delin-
quency.71 As time passed, not only did literature paint a picture of delinquency 
that refl ected the beliefs of the public at large, it was also instrumental in mold-
ing, shaping, and creating those beliefs.

Movies Film is perhaps even more important than the novel in refl ecting 
20th-century concerns about juvenile delinquency, and it continues to shape our 
attitudes today. By the early 1930s movies reached audiences of millions. Delin-
quency and adult crime were frequent fi lm subjects. As in the early novels, fi lms, 
such as The Dead End Kids and Boys’ Town, emphasized the infl uence of slum 
life and urban poverty on juvenile delinquency. The juvenile delinquent is por-
trayed as a good boy gone bad; a “misunderstood victim of offi cial ignorance, 
indifference, or corruption.”72

 In the 1930s and 1940s audiences were given two or three alternative por-
trayals of adolescents. On the one hand, there was Andy Hardy, an innocent, 
middle-class, Midwestern child with an understanding father and a wonder-
ful mother and sister. Any misbehavior on Andy’s part was always viewed as a 
youthful prank or a consequence of some misunderstanding. On the other hand, 
movies such as Wild Boys of the Road, Mayor of Hell, Angels with Dirty Faces, 
Where Are Your Children, Youth Run Wild, and I Accuse My Parents, were es-
sentially indictments on parental neglect.
 Films produced between 1955 and 1970 emphasize the many faces of juve-
nile delinquency. Rebellion, dropping out of school, terrorizing innocents, and 
teenage alienation are all messages in fi lms of this period. Society was presented 
with such fi lms as The Wild Ones, High School Confi dential, and The Bad Seed. 
James Dean became a teenage idol representing the ambiguity and alienation of 
youths unable to bridge the gap to their “uncaring and materialistic” parents. 
Unlike fi lms of previous decades, delinquency is portrayed as much more vio-
lent and threatening to community stability. Ranging from gangs and drugs in 
schools to rock and roll music, hot rods, and drag strips, these fi lms show adults 
an image of adolescence very alien to their own.
 In the 1960s youths were variously seen as good-hearted and fun-loving in 
numerous beach movies; as romantically involved gang members in West Side 
Story; as subjects of adult misunderstanding in Dick Clark’s Because They’re 
Young; and as drug-using, motorcycle-riding adolescents looking for thrills in 
Easy Rider, The Wild Angels, The Trip, and The Love-In. In the 1970s many 
fi lms focused on “the good old days,” exemplifi ed by American Graffi ti, The 
Lords of Flatbush, and Grease, where the delinquent was just “one of the guys” 
and not a “real” threat to anyone. The characters in these fi lms would smoke, 
drink, experiment with sex (and often get caught), and drive souped-up cars. 
These activities produce an image of nice adolescents misbehaving, not juveniles 
bound for reform school. On the other hand, fi lms of the 1980s and 1990s, such 
as The River’s Edge, The Outsiders, Bad Boys, Close Range, Colors, Over the 
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Edge, The Lost Boys, Menace II Society, Boys N’ the Hood, New Jack City, 
and Juice, portray alienated, defi ant, and ultimately violent juveniles, willing—
even anxious—to challenge the established order. Several more recent movies 
continue to help defi ne delinquency, including Larry Clark’s Kids and Bully, 
which paint a world of children divorced from adults. The “rave” scene is por-
trayed in Go, Heavy Traffi c, and Groove, illustrating teenagers in their own ele-
ment, parent free. One of the more recent fi lms on the topic is Thirteen, which 
focuses on a girl who lives a life without parental input. By the movie’s end, she 
ultimately succumbs to peer pressure and a variety of problem behaviors, in-
cluding delinquency. 

Television Perhaps because television brings the same characters to audiences 
week after week, individual roles (and their actors) need to elicit more sympathy. 
Weekly shows aim to establish attractive and interesting characters. A juvenile 
who uses drugs, steals, or assaults vulnerable strangers will unlikely generate 
the desired audience reaction. Consequently, very few television serials hint at 
serious juvenile delinquency, the exception perhaps being South Park or Jackass. 
The standard portrayal of delinquency is one of “innocent” rebellion or youth-
ful pranks, such as those in shows like That 70s Show, Eight Simple Rules for 
Dating My Daughter, Quintuplets, and Still Standing. In addition, television 
also shows movie reruns or made-for-TV movies. While reruns contain the im-
ages of delinquency already discussed, television fi lm specials often focus on 
more controversial material. For example, Born Innocent, about the ordeal of a 
14-year-old girl in a juvenile detention center, raises the issue of uncaring par-
ents again but also describes how the brutality of the detention center staff and 
the other inmates destroys the girl’s innocence. Ultimately, the audience is asked 
to judge a juvenile justice system that degrades even the most minor offender. In 
a very different vein, Go Ask Alice portrays a middle-class teenage drug abuser 
who, after running away from home, falls into prostitution and eventually dies 
of a drug overdose.

Music One of the oldest elements of popular culture is music. By the Middle 
Ages, songs and ballads were used to comment on life situations. Popular music 
today, however, fi nds itself in a relatively unique position. It appears as though 
no other medium is as generational, compartmentalized, or specifi c as that of 
music. In other words, specifi c genres of music are produced and consumed by 
particular audiences, and the age of the consumer is an important factor in de-
termining one’s tastes. Rock music and rap songs portray perhaps the widest 
sharing of images of juvenile delinquency. Not coincidentally, these styles of mu-
sic are largely youth oriented. Young people not only constitute the vast majority 
of consumers, but they make up a large number of the acts and artists produc-
ing the music as well. Robert Pielke suggests “rock music expresses anarchistic 
beliefs about the possibilities of a social life free from external authority,” from 
Bob Marley’s I Shot the Sheriff and Bobby Fuller’s I Fought the Law and the 
Law Won to songs that refl ect acceptance of illegal drugs, such as Legalize It 
(Peter Tosh), In da Club (50 Cent), My Fault and Drug Ballad (Eminem), and 
Cocaine (Eric Clapton), the challenge to conventional morality and law through 
music is extensive. Punk rock and heavy metal music are widely associated with 
delinquency and youth gangs. Gangsta rap music may present an even greater 
challenge to authority. Songs of sexual exploitation, rape, murder, robbery, and 
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drugs are interspersed with songs attacking the police and politicians, such as 
Mission Murder; Execution of a Chump; Street Killer; Famous When You’re 
Dead; Nobody Move, Nobody Get Hurt; and G Code, which refl ect an accep-
tance of interpersonal violence. Meanwhile songs such as F_ _ _ the Police and 
Cop Killer express serious threats to law enforcement.
 To what extent does gangsta rap music refl ect widely held values in confl ict 
with conventional society? Do the images of criminal and delinquent acts por-
trayed in gangsta rap refl ect real social conditions, or is the delinquency greatly 
exaggerated for the “benefi t” of the larger society? Does this musical genre in-
fl uence the attitudes and behaviors of youths? To the extent that artistic expres-
sions generally reveal something about the culture in which they exist, gangsta 
rap music may present some of the most disturbing images of adolescence in the 
popular culture to white society. Furthermore, regardless of the accuracy of the 
depictions, the music is instrumental in the formation of beliefs about delin-
quency in the minds of the public and even law enforcement offi cials.73 

Video Games A large body of research is beginning to identify a connection 
between violent video games, such as 25 to Life, Grand Theft Auto, Doom, 
True Crime, Mortal Kombat, Resident Evil, and Super Columbine, and Mas-
sacre RPG, and aggressive behavior in children.74 Because video games are 
interactive, the players often identify with and model the behavior of specifi c 
characters. What may be harmful for children is twofold: (1) what they see in 
video games shapes their defi nition of what constitutes delinquent and criminal 
behavior and (2) more directly related to the game itself, what the child often 
sees in the game is a violent world, where he or she is required to shoot, harm, 
and kill people, including prostitutes and police, to be successful. In addition, 
in many of the video games manufactured in the 21st century, the sound effects 
are frightfully similar to reality; the shotgun reloads, the car swerves, and bod-
ies fall.
 Craig Anderson and his colleagues have conducted a series of studies on 
this topic and have concluded that when children play violent video games, it 
increases their physiological arousal, including higher systolic blood pressure; 
aggressive cognitions; aggressive emotions, perhaps causing intense frustration 
in children; and aggressive behavior, including aggressive play with objects and 
with peers.75 There are several reasons why violent video games affect children 
in these ways: 

•  Identifi cation with an aggressor increases imitation. In these games, chil-
dren must take on the role of an aggressive character. This transition of 
the child most often occurs in “fi rst-person shooter” games, where players 
“see” what their character would see if they were inside the video game 
themselves. The games force children to identify with a violent character, 
which may increase the likelihood of their imitating aggressive acts in the 
future.

•  Active participation also increases learning. When children are enthusiasti-
cally involved in an activity, they learn more than when they are passively 
drawn in (e.g., watching television). By their nature, violent video games 
force children to engage in committing violent acts.

•  Practicing an entire behavioral sequence is more effective than practicing 
only a portion of it. There are many steps to learn to complete a task 
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successfully. To be successful in a violent video game, the child must de-
cide to kill someone; choose the weapon to use; decide how to obtain the 
weapon; if the weapon is a gun, determine how to obtain ammunition and 
load the weapon; stalk the victim; aim the weapon; and ultimately use the 
weapon. In these games, children continuously repeat these steps. This se-
quence of events teaches some children the technique(s) for attempting to 
commit crime.

•  Violence is continuous. The impact of violence on children is greater when 
the violence is unrelieved and uninterrupted. In video games the violence is 
reoccurring. Children must constantly be on alert for hostile enemies and 
select and execute aggressive behaviors.

•  Repetition increases learning. The most effective way to learn any behavior 
is to repeat it (i.e., “practice makes perfect”). If you want to learn a new 
telephone number, you should constantly repeat it to yourself to place it in 
your memory. Some children play video games many hours during the day, 
and thus they are repeating violent acts over and over. Doing so increases 
the likelihood that children will learn from the games, some of what they 
learn becoming habitual to the point of being automatic. 

 In the end, parents and guardians play an important role in supervising 
the games children play. Unfortunately, however, while many parents lay down 
ground rules for how long their children may play video games, they often are 
shocked when they witness the content of the game. Even though manufacturers 
have been forced to produce a rating system to guide parents in their purchases, 
the rating system does not always accurately refl ect the true content of the 
games. Some games rated by the industry as appropriate for “Everyone” contain 
harmful content; many games designed for teens contain violent content. As an 
example, cartoons are rarely looked at as dangerous, yet young children may 
still be affected by their violent nature. Extremely violent video games have been 
forced to include labels stating they are for mature audiences only. While the ef-
fect of playing violent video games is likely to vary among children, those most 
likely to be adversely affected are young children who have lax supervision and 
a history of aggression and violence. 
 Regardless of the impact of violent video games on some children, the courts 
have consistently ruled in favor of the video game industry. In 2006, for ex-
ample, Federal District Court Judge James Brady overruled Louisiana’s violent 
video game law, stating that video games are protected under the First Amend-
ment; whether the games are violent or not, they are protected by free speech.76

WHAT IS DELINQUENCY? WHO IS DELINQUENT?

It is diffi cult to decide just which behaviors constitute juvenile delinquency and 
who juvenile delinquents are. The reason is because how society views children 
changes over time and from place to place. In fact, little uniformity exists among 
the 50 states regarding a defi nition of delinquency, beyond defi ning juvenile de-
linquency as behavior committed by a minor that violates the state’s penal code. 
Some states clearly spell out, in legal statutes, what constitutes delinquent be-

Should violent video 
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Is it a person’s choice 
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havior, while other states provide only a vague and imprecise defi nition of de-
linquency. The age of the offender is what distinguishes crime and delinquency. 
Delinquency refers to criminal acts committed by juveniles (in most states, peo-
ple under age 18). When deciding who is a delinquent, criminologists often do 
not adopt a strict legal defi nition because nearly all children have broken the law 
and, had they been caught and prosecuted, could have been institutionalized 
for one or more years (see Chapter 2). However, differences in the behavior of 
children are measurable, and it is not instructive to argue all children are delin-
quent. Most children only sporadically act delinquent, while others are chronic 
offenders (see Chapter 2).
 One way to characterize juvenile delinquency is to locate the behavior of 
children on a series of four continua that represent the (1) duration, (2) fre-
quency, (3) priority, and (4) seriousness of the behavior. As shown in Figure 1-1, 
each factor forms its own continuum, with children falling at different points on 
each one. A juvenile delinquent is a child with a long and problematic history of 
involvement in crime. 

figure 1-1 Continua of Delinquency

1. Duration (Span of Offenses)

 Short Long
 (days or weeks) (several months) (few years) (many years)

2. Frequency (Number of Offenses)

 Infrequent Occasional Often
 (once or twice) (sporadic) (regularly)

3. Priority (Importance to Child)

 Low Moderate High

4. Seriousness (Gravity of Offenses)

 Minor Major
 (status offenses) (misdemeanor offenses) (felony crimes)
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 Delinquent children are deeply committed (priority) to problem behavior 
and have committed many (frequency) serious offenses (seriousness) over an 
extended period of time (duration). Those whose behavior falls to the extreme 
right side of the continua often continue criminal activities throughout adult-
hood and are called chronic delinquent offenders, while children whose be-
havior falls more to the middle of the continua are referred to as adolescence-
limited offenders because their delinquency is restricted to the teenage years.77 

If no one intervenes to help chronic delinquent offenders, their delinquency will 
worsen and they may become life-course persistent offenders (see Chapters 2 
and 3).

The way a society defi nes delinquency refl ects its view of children. As society’s 
beliefs about children change, the society’s formal response to delinquency also 
changes. For instance, when juveniles were viewed as miniature adults, the legal 
codes that applied to adults were presumed to be adequate to control children. 
However, with the changes in social roles and relationships brought about by 
the Industrial Revolution, juveniles were seen as different from adults, and their 
violations of the law became defi ned as more serious challenges to the social 
order. 

While the legal codes of the 17th and 18th centuries equated delinquency 
with sin, the 19th century saw this view replaced with one that forged a connec-
tion between urban poverty and crime. Juveniles were increasingly involved in 
crimes (mainly thefts) that resulted in their being sent to reform institutions or 
houses of refuge. To a large extent, the plight of the urban adolescent, poverty, 
and exposure to the corrupting infl uences of adult criminals were responsible for 
many of the reforms that took place at the end of the 19th and the beginning of 
the 20th centuries. The most signifi cant reform was the creation of the juvenile 
court system. The juvenile court and codes that followed it carved out special 
areas of misbehavior and special conditions that permitted court intervention 
and the designation of a child as delinquent. 

How delinquency is defi ned determines how criminologists measure and ex-
plain it. In the next chapter, measures of delinquency are discussed, with special 
attention given to what they tell us about the nature and the extent of the prob-
lem in modern society.

Achieved status A status that is earned. 

Ascribed status A status that is received at birth. 

Baby boomers Persons born between 1946 and 1964. 

Child Savers The 19th-century reformers who believed children were basically good and 

blamed delinquency on a bad environment. 

Chronic status offender Children who continue to commit status offenses in spite of re-

peated interventions by family, school, social service, or law enforcement agencies. 

Juvenile delinquency Behavior committed by a minor that violates a state’s penal code. 

Juvenile delinquent A child with a long and problematic history of involvement in crime. 
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Juveniles In most states, people under age 18. 

Parens patriae The doctrine that defi nes the state as the ultimate guardian of every child. 

Status A socially defi ned position in a group. 

Status offense Acts illegal only for children, such as truancy. 

Stubborn Child Law This law passed in 1641 stated that children who disobeyed their par-

ents might be put to death.
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H
istorically, it has been diffi cult to measure juvenile delinquency. 
Years ago, the economist Sir Josiah Stamp said about crime statistics 
that they “come in the fi rst instance from the village watchman, 
who just puts down what he damn pleases.”1 Criminologists have 
drawn the same conclusion. In 1947 Edwin Sutherland wrote that 
“the statistics of crime and criminals are the most unreliable of all 

statistics.”2 Twenty years later, Albert Biderman and Albert Reiss concluded that 
crime statistics involve “institutional processing of people’s reports . . . the data 
are not some objectively observable universe of ‘criminal acts,’ but rather those 
events defi ned, captured, and processed by some institutional mechanism.”3 
 There are other reasons why crime data are problematic. For example, 
crime is both context and time specifi c. Behavior is evaluated differently 
depending upon where and when it occurs. For instance, sexual promiscuity 
was judged differently in the Victorian period of the 19th century than today.4 
Additionally, some adolescents may commit crimes at relatively high levels but 
are never “caught” for their misdeeds, whereas others are arrested on their 
fi rst offense. Thus, arrest records do not necessarily refl ect actual delinquent 
behavior. Today, to ease these problems criminologists measure delinquency 
using multiple yardsticks, and when they are taken together, they provide a 
respectable approximation of the extent and nature of delinquency. The most 
popular sources of data for estimating delinquency are the Uniform Crime 
Reports, victimization surveys, and self-report studies.

UNIFORM CRIME REPORTS

The Uniform Crime Reporting Program is a nationwide, cooperative effort of 
more than 16,000 city, county, and state law enforcement agencies who volun-
tarily report to the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) data on crimes brought 
to their attention. The data are published in an annual report titled, Crime in 
the United States, which is also called the Uniform Crime Reports (UCR). The 
UCR contains data on:

1.  Crimes known to the police. These are crimes police know about. They may 
be crimes reported to police or crimes police discovered on their own.

2.  Number of arrests. The UCR reports the number of arrests police made in 
the past calendar year. The number of arrests is not the same as the number 
of people arrested because some people are arrested more than once dur-
ing the year. Nor does the number of arrests indicate how many crimes the 
people who were arrested committed because multiple crimes committed by 
one person may produce a single arrest, or a single crime may result in the 
arrest of multiple persons.

3.  Persons arrested. The third section of the UCR reports the number of per-
sons arrested, the crimes for which they were arrested, and the age, sex, and 
race of those arrested.

A large number of the nations’ law enforcement agencies participate in the UCR 
Program, and they represent more than 93 percent of the total U.S. population.
 Since 1930 the FBI has administered the UCR Program. The Program’s pri-
mary objective is to generate reliable information for use in law enforcement 
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c h a p t e r  2 Measuring Delinquency 37

administration, operation, and management; however, over the years its data 
have become one of the country’s leading social indicators. The American pub-
lic looks to the UCR for information on fl uctuations in the level of crime, and 
criminologists, legislators, municipal planners, the media, and other students of 
criminal justice use the statistics for varied research and planning purposes.

Historical Background

Recognizing a need for national crime statistics, the International Association 
of Chiefs of Police (IACP) formed the Committee on Uniform Crime Records 
in 1927 to develop a system of uniform crime statistics. Establishing offenses 
known to law enforcement as the appropriate measure, the committee evaluated 
various crimes on the basis of their seriousness, frequency of occurrence, perva-
siveness in all geographic areas of the country, and likelihood of being reported 
to law enforcement. After studying state criminal codes and making an evalua-
tion of the record keeping practices in use, the committee completed a plan for 
crime reporting that became the foundation of the UCR Program in 1929. 

Beginning in 
1991, the UCR 

has published data 
on the number of 
crimes motivated 

by hate reported by 
law enforcement. 

From 1991 to 2006, 
roughly 100,000 hate 

crimes have been 
reported. How do 

children learn to hate 
others and to commit 
crimes against them?
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38 s e c t i o n  1 Nature and Extent of Delinquency

 Seven main offense classifi cations, called Part I crimes, were selected to 
gauge the state of crime in the United States. These seven offense classifi cations 
eventually became known as the Crime Index and included the violent crimes of 
murder and nonnegligent-manslaughter, forcible rape, robbery, aggravated as-
sault, and the property crimes of burglary, larceny, and motor vehicle theft. By 
congressional mandate in 1979, arson was added as the eighth Index offense. 
Data on an additional 21 less serious offenses were classifi ed as Part II crimes, 
and included such offenses as simple assault, fraud, and liquor law violations.
 During the early planning of the UCR Program, it was recognized that the 
differences among criminal codes in the various states precluded a mere aggre-
gation of state statistics to arrive at a national total. Further, because of vari-
ances in punishment for the same offenses in different state codes, no distinction 
between felony and misdemeanor crimes was possible. To avoid these problems 
and to provide nationwide uniformity in crime reporting, standardized offense 
defi nitions by which law enforcement agencies were to submit data without re-
gard for local statutes were formulated. 
 In January 1930, 400 cities representing 20 million persons in 43 states 
began participating in the UCR Program. For more than 75 years, the UCR 
Program has relied on police agencies to forward information to the FBI either 
directly or through a state-level crime-recording program. Police tabulate the 
number of offenses committed each month based on records of all reports of 
crime received from victims, from offi cers who discover violations, and from 
other sources. The data are forwarded to the FBI regardless of whether any-
one was arrested, property was recovered, or prosecution was undertaken.5 
The FBI audits each agency report for arithmetical accuracy and for deviations 
from previous submissions. An agency’s monthly report is compared with its 
earlier submissions to identify unusual fl uctuations. Large variations from one 
month to the next might indicate changes in the volume of crime being commit-
ted or be due to changes in an agency’s recording practices, incomplete report-
ing, or changes in the jurisdiction’s geopolitical structure (land might have been 
annexed).

Recent Developments

Although UCR data collection had originally been conceived as a tool for law 
enforcement administration, by the 1980s, the data were widely used by other 
entities involved in various forms of social planning. Recognizing the need for 
more detailed crime statistics, law enforcement called for a thorough evalua-
tive analysis that would modernize the UCR Program. These studies led to the 
creation and implementation of the National Incident-Based Reporting System 
(NIBRS) in 1989.
 The NIBRS collects data on each single incident and arrest. For each offense 
known to the police within these categories, incident, victim, property, offender, 
and arrestee information are gathered. In total, 53 data elements on crimes in 
22 categories are recorded. The detailed, accurate, and meaningful data pro-
duced by NIBRS benefi t local agencies. Armed with comprehensive crime data, 
local agencies can better make their case to acquire and effectively allocate the 
resources needed to fi ght crime. Currently, almost 6,000 law enforcement agen-
cies contribute NIBRS data to the national UCR Program. The data submitted 
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by the agencies represent 20 percent of the U.S. population and 16 percent of the 
crime statistics collected by the UCR Program. The current timetable calls for 
all U.S. law enforcement agencies to be participating in the NIBRS Program by 
2010.6

 Three other reforms that have improved the quality of UCR data are also 
noteworthy. First, in 1988, to increase participation in the UCR Program, Con-
gress passed the Uniform Federal Reporting Act, which mandates that all fed-
eral law enforcement agencies will submit crime data to the UCR Program. Sec-
ond, in 1990, to facilitate the collection of data on a wider range of crimes, 
Congress passed the Hate Crime Statistics Act. The FBI in the annual Hate 
Crime Statistics report publishes these data—reporting the number of crimes 
motivated by religious, ethnic, racial, or sexual-orientation prejudice. Third, in 
1990, in response to increasing crime on college and university campuses across 
the nation, Congress passed the Crime Awareness and Campus Security Act. 
This law, which requires colleges to tally and report campus crime data to the 
UCR Program, was passed after Jeanne Clery, a 19-year-old freshman at Lehigh 
University (Pennsylvania), was raped and murdered while asleep in her residence 
hall on April 5, 1986. When Jeanne’s parents investigated the crime, they dis-
covered that Lehigh University had not told students about 38 violent crimes 
on the Lehigh campus in the 3 years before Jeanne’s murder. The Clerys joined 
with other campus crime victims and persuaded Congress to pass this law.7 To-
day, every college in its annual campus security report publishes crime data that 
are available to all students, parents, and the public. 
 The most important change to the UCR Program was implemented in 2004 
when it was decided that the Crime Index would be discontinued. However, 
the FBI will continue to publish in the UCR a serious violent crime total and a 
serious property crime total, until a more viable index is developed. The serious 
violent crime total includes the offenses of murder and nonnegligent manslaugh-
ter, forcible rape, robbery, and aggravated assault; the crimes included in the 
serious property crime total are burglary, larceny-theft, motor vehicle theft, and 
arson (see Box 2-1).
 The Crime Index was fi rst published in 1960. However, in recent years the 
Crime Index has not been a true indicator of the degree of criminality. The 
Crime Index was simply the title used for an aggregation of offense classifi ca-
tions, known as Part I crimes, for which data have been collected since the UCR 
Program’s implementation. The Crime Index was driven upward by the offense 
with the highest number, in this case larceny-thefts, creating a bias against a 
jurisdiction with a high number of larceny-thefts, but a low number of other se-
rious crimes such as murder and forcible rape. Currently, larceny-theft makes up 
nearly 60 percent of reported crime, and thus the sheer volume of those offenses 
overshadow more serious, but less frequently committed offenses.

Criticisms of UCR Data

In addition to a concern over the sometimes false perception that was created in 
the minds of criminologists, social planners, and the public by the now defunct 
Crime Index, criminologists disagree on whether the UCR generally is a valid 
measure of crime. Walter Gove and his associates think it is “a valid indicator of 
crime as defi ned by the citizenry.”8 Other criminologists contend that because 
the UCR only reports “crime known to the police,” it grossly underestimates 
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the number of delinquent acts committed (incidence) and the number of juve-
niles committing delinquency (prevalence). Many crimes go unreported to the 
police. A report published in 2006 by the U.S. Department of Justice found that 
62 percent of aggravated assaults, 42 percent of simple assaults, 56 percent of 
burglaries, 83 percent of auto thefts, and just 32 percent of thefts were reported 
to police. Victims did not report crime for a variety of reasons, including that 

T
he UCR is divided into eight serious vio-
lent and property crimes and 21 “other” 
offenses. Law enforcement agencies 

report data on the number of serious violent 
and property offenses known to them and 
the number of people arrested monthly to the 
FBI.

SERIOUS VIOLENT AND PROPERTY OFFENSES

1.  Murder and nonnegligent manslaughter: 
The willful killing of one human being by 
another.

2.  Forcible rape: The carnal knowledge of a 
female forcibly and against her will.

3.  Robbery: The taking or attempting to take 
anything of value from the care, custody, 
or control of a person or persons by 
force or threat of force or violence and/or 
by putting the victim in fear.

4.  Aggravated assault: The unlawful attack 
by one person upon another for the pur-
pose of inflicting severe or aggravated 
bodily injury.

5.  Burglary: The unlawful entry of a struc-
ture to commit a felony or theft.

6.  Larceny-theft: The unlawful taking, car-
rying, leading, or riding away of property 
from the possession or constructive pos-
session of others. Examples are thefts 
of bicycles or automobile accessories, 
shoplifting, and pocket-picking.

7.  Motor vehicle theft: The theft or at-
tempted theft of a motor vehicle.

8.  Arson: Any willful or malicious burning or 
attempt to burn, with or without intent to 

defraud, a dwelling house, public build-
ing, motor vehicle or aircraft, or the per-
sonal property of another.

OTHER OFFENSES

 1. Other assaults

 2. Forgery and counterfeiting

 3. Fraud

 4. Embezzlement

 5.  Stolen property; buying, receiving, 
possessing 

 6. Vandalism

 7. Weapons; carrying, possessing 

 8. Prostitution and commercialized vice

 9.  Sex offenses (except forcible rape and 
prostitution)

10. Drug abuse violations

11. Gambling

12. Offenses against the family and children

13. Driving under the influence 

14. Liquor laws 

15. Drunkenness

16. Disorderly conduct

17. Vagrancy

18. All other offenses (except traffic)

19. Suspicion

20. Curfew and loitering violations

21. Runaways 

Source: Federal Bureau of Investigation, Crime in the United 

States, 2006 (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice, 

2007).

T H E  F A C E  O F  D E L I N Q U E N C Yb o x  2 - 1
Uniform Crime Report Offenses
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they considered the crime to be a private or personal matter, that it was not 
important enough, or that they feared reprisal.9 But because most crime is not 
reported, there exists an extremely large dark fi gure of crime, which is the gap 
between the actual amount of crime committed and crime reported to the po-
lice. One early criminologist who had observed the dark fi gure was the 19th-
century scholar Adolphe Quetelet who wrote, “All we possess of statistics of 
crime and misdemeanors would have no utility at all if we did not tacitly assume 
that there is a nearly invariable relationship between offenses known and adju-
dicated and the total unknown sum of offenses committed.10 A century later, 
Edwin Sutherland suggested that the UCR was invalid because it did not include 
data on “white-collar criminals.”11 In his work on female criminality, Otto Pol-
lak reported that females were underrepresented in UCR because police treated 
them more leniently.12 It is a fair conclusion to draw that the UCR might have 
more to say about police behavior than it does about criminality.
 Another major limitation of the UCR is its reliance on the hierarchy rule, 
whereby in a multiple-offense situation police record only the most serious crime 
incident. If someone is robbed at gunpoint, forcibly rapes the victim, and steals 
the victim’s car, only the forcible rape is reported in the UCR totals. The less se-
rious offenses of robbery and motor vehicle theft are not counted. The hierarchy 
rule does not apply to arson, which is reported in all situations.
 Its limitations aside, the UCR are widely used. It is one of only two sources 
of data that provides a national estimate of the nature and extent of delin-
quency. Criminologists who use UCR data assume the inaccuracies are consis-
tent over time, and, therefore, the data accurately depict delinquency trends. In 
other words, while UCR data might be fl awed, they yet may be stable enough to 
show year-to-year changes. Research supports the validity of the UCR and offi -
cial crime data generally. Ramona Rantala and Thomas Edwards recently com-
pared the UCR and NIBRS to determine if they produced similar estimates of 
crime. They do. Rantala and Edward found that when comparing data from the 
same year for the jurisdictions in this study, NIBRS rates differed only slightly 
from summary UCR rates. Murder rates were the same. Rape, robbery, and ag-
gravated assault rates were about 1 percent higher in NIBRS than UCR. The 
NIBRS burglary rate was a mere 0.5 percent lower than the UCR rate. Differ-
ences in theft were slightly more than 3 percent, and motor vehicle thefts were 
just 4 percent. The convergence of NIBRS and UCR data suggests that both 
programs are worthwhile estimates of crime in the nation.13 

VICTIMIZATION SURVEYS

Surveys of crime victims were developed in the late 1960s in response to the 
weaknesses of the UCR, particularly the dark fi gure of crime. One popular mea-
sure is the victimization survey. Instead of asking police about delinquency, vic-
timization surveys ask people about their experiences as crime victims. National 
crime surveys have several advantages over the UCR. They are a more direct 
measure of criminal behavior, and victim surveys provide more detailed infor-
mation about situational factors surrounding a crime, for example, the physical 
location of the crime event, the time of day it occurred, whether a weapon was 
used, and the relationship between the victim and offender.14

Should police exercise 

discretion when deciding 

how to report a crime? 

Is there any way to limit 

police discretion in crime 

reporting?
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National Opinion Research Center Survey

In 1967 the National Opinion Research Center completed the fi rst nationwide 
victimization survey. Interviews were conducted with 10,000 households with 
33,000 people. In each household, a knowledgeable person was asked a few 
short “screening” questions, such as “Were you or was anyone in the house-
hold in a fi st fi ght or attacked in any way by another person—including another 
household member—within the past 12 months?” If the respondent answered, 
“yes” to the question, the victim was interviewed. What director Philip Ennis 
found was that the victimization rate for Crime Index offenses was more than 
double the rate reported in the UCR.15 This fi nding triggered both surprise and 
alarm, and interest in victimization surveys soared, prompting the development 
of a much larger effort, the National Crime Victimization Survey, a few years 
later.

National Crime Victimization Survey

In 1972 the Bureau of Justice Statistics launched the National Crime Survey, 
which, in 1990, was renamed the National Crime Victimization Survey (NCVS), 
to emphasize more clearly the measurement of victimizations experienced by 
American citizens. The NCVS was redesigned in 1992, and it is thus problem-
atic to compare results from surveys conducted in 1992 and later with those 
conducted from 1972 to 1991.16

 The NCVS is the most comprehensive and systematic survey of victims in 
the United States, producing data on both personal and household crimes. The 
personal crimes are divided into two categories: crimes of violence (rape, rob-
bery, and assault) and crimes of theft (larceny with or without contact). Murder 
is not measured by the NCVS because the victim cannot be interviewed. House-
hold crimes tapped by the survey are burglary, household larceny, and motor 
vehicle theft. These eight offenses are the crimes of interest. They were selected 
because victims are likely to report them to police, and victims are typically able 
to recall them when Census Bureau interviewers question them.
 NCVS data are obtained from interviews with more than 134,000 people 
who represent nearly 77,200 households. Only people age 13 and older are 
interviewed. (Information on people age 12 and under is obtained from older 
household members.) Each interviewee is asked a few screening questions to de-
termine whether he or she was a victim of one or more of the crimes of interest 
(see Box 2-2). Respondents who answer yes to any of the screening questions are 
asked additional questions that probe the nature of the crime incident. On the 
basis of the responses received, the interviewer classifi es the crime incident as 
falling into one of the crimes of interest categories.
 Households are selected for inclusion using a rotated panel design. Every 
household—whether urban or rural, whether living in a detached single-family 
house or an effi ciency apartment, whether consisting of a family or unrelated 
people—has the same chance of being selected. Once chosen for inclusion, the 
household remains in the survey for 3 years. If members of the household move 
during this period, that address remains part of the survey and the new occu-
pants enter the sample. No attempt is made to follow past occupants who move 
to new addresses. After 3 years, a participating household is replaced with a 
new one, so new households are always entering the sample. 
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 NCVS data are a very useful source of information, particularly increasing 
our understanding of the dark fi gure of crime. To paraphrase L. Edward Wells 
and Joseph Rankin, NCVS data:

1. Confi rm that a considerable amount of delinquency is unknown to police.

2.  Have uncovered some reasons why victims do not report crime incidents to 
police.

3.  Demonstrate that the amount of variation in the offi cial reporting of delin-
quency changes across type of offenses, victim–offender relationships, situ-
ational factors, and characteristics.

4.  Have drawn theoretical attention to delinquency often being the result of 
social interaction between a victim and offender.17 

 Like any measuring tool, the NCVS has fl aws. Obviously the small num-
ber of crimes of interest is problematic. Even though it is important to collect 
data on the crimes of interest, they represent only a small fraction of all crimes 
committed. Most arrests are for crimes involving alcohol and illegal drugs, and 
many robberies, burglaries, and larcenies are committed against businesses and 
not individuals.18 By excluding these and other crimes, the NCVS provides data 
on merely a small subset of crime incidents.
 The NCVS is based on answers people give to questions regarding past and 
sometimes troublesome events. Thus, at least fi ve known problems might affect 
the reliability of data:

1.  Memory errors. People might have diffi culty recalling when or how many 
times an event occurred.

T
he National Crime Victimization Survey 
asks juveniles directly about crimes com-
mitted against them during a specifi c 

time period. The questions asked of children 
are similar to the following questions:

1.  Did you have your pocket picked/purse 
snatched?

2.  Did anyone try to rob you by using force 
or threatening to harm you?

3.  Did anyone beat you up, attack you, or 
hit you with something, such as a rock or 
bottle?

4.  Were you knifed, shot at, or attacked 
with some other weapon by anyone 
at all?

5.  Did anyone steal things that belonged to 
you from inside any car or truck, such as 
packages or clothing?

6.  Was anything stolen from you while you 
were away from home, for instance at 
work, in a theater or restaurant, or while 
traveling?

7.  Did you call the police during the last six 
months to report something that hap-
pened to you that you thought was a 
crime? If yes, how many times?

Source: Bureau of Justice Statistics, Criminal Victimization in 

the United States, 2006 (Washington, DC: U.S. Department 

of Justice, 2007).

T H E  F A C E  O F  D E L I N Q U E N C Yb o x  2 - 2
The National Crime Victimization Survey

M4313.indb   43M4313.indb   43 8/23/07   4:08:00 PM8/23/07   4:08:00 PM



44 s e c t i o n  1 Nature and Extent of Delinquency

2.  Telescoping. Interviewees might “remember” a crime of interest as occurring 
more recently than it did because the event remains vivid in their memories.

3.  Errors of deception. It may be diffi cult for victims to report events that are 
embarrassing or otherwise unpleasant to talk about or events that might in-
criminate them. It is also possible that people will fabricate crime incidents.

4.  Juvenile victimizations. Adolescents might be less likely to discuss their 
victimizations with an adult stranger, particularly if their victimizations 
involve peers or a family member. Another diffi culty when interviewing 
juveniles and people living in different cultures and belonging to different 
groups is they might defi ne crime differently than an NCVS interviewer.

5.  Sampling error. When samples are used to represent populations, there al-
ways is the possibility of a discrepancy between sample estimates of behav-
ior and the actual amount of behavior. For instance, since the sampling unit 
in the NCVS is households, homeless children, who are at greater risk of 
victimization, are excluded from the sample. 

To improve the likelihood that respondents will recall events accurately, recent 
changes have been made to the survey’s methodology. The newly revised survey 
includes questions and cues that help to refresh the memories of victims. In ad-
dition, interviewers ask more explicit questions about sexual victimizations. For 
instance, today, interviewees are asked:

Have you been forced or coerced to engage in unwanted sexual activity by: 
(a) someone you didn’t know before, (b) a casual acquaintance, or (c) someone 
you know well. 

Findings from the redesigned survey were fi rst published in 1992. One of the 
most signifi cant fi ndings from the redesigned survey was that victims recalled 
and reported more types of crime incidents, particularly more incidents of rape, 
aggravated and simple assaults.

Consensus of Official and Victimization Data

To what degree do offi cial and victimization data paint the same picture about 
the extent of crime in the United States? This is an important question. If offi cial 
and victimization reports confl ict widely, then we should have little confi dence 
in our understanding about the true magnitude of crime. If offi cial and victim-
ization data converge, then we are likely measuring the crime problem with con-
fi dence, validity, and reliability. 
 Fortunately, offi cial and victimization data generally match. Janet Laurit-
sen and Robin Schaum recently compared UCR and NCVS data for robbery, 
burglary, and aggravated assault in Chicago, Los Angeles, and New York from 
1980 to 1998. As the three largest cities in the country, this sampling method 
represents the bulk of crime that is committed in the United States. They found 
that for burglary and robbery, UCR crime rates were generally similar to NCVS 
estimates over the study period. Police and victim survey data were more likely 
to show discrepancies in levels and trends of aggravated assault. Lauritsen and 
Schaum also found that even when UCR and NCVS data were different, the dif-
ferences were not statistically signifi cant.19 Substantively, the UCR and NCVS 
tell the same story about the extent of these three serious crimes in the nation’s 
three biggest metropolitan areas. Indeed, for over 30 years, criminologists have 
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found that offi cial and victimization data generally tell the same story about the 
incidence of crime and delinquency in the United States.20

SELF-REPORT STUDIES

A third source of information on the nature and extent of delinquency comes 
from self-report studies, which ask juveniles directly about their law-violating 
behavior (see Box 2-3). The advantage of self-report studies is the information 
that criminologists receive from juveniles regarding their involvement in crime 
has not been fi ltered through the police or through any other criminal or juve-
nile justice offi cials. It is raw data. 
 This strength, however, is also the principal weakness of self-reports. 
The crimes adolescents say they have committed may or may not be accurate 
for some of the same reasons victimization surveys are fl awed, for example, 
memory errors, telescoping, and lying.

Would you tell strangers 

the truth about crimes 

you committed? If so, 

would you embellish 

or minimize your 

involvement? Why might 

people lie?

t h i n ka b o u t  i t

A 
self-report survey asks juveniles directly 
about their participation in delinquent  
and criminal behavior during a specifi c 

time period. For the following list of items 

please indicate in the past 12 months how 
many times you committed each one. Check 
the best answer. 

T H E  F A C E  O F  D E L I N Q U E N C Yb o x  2 - 3

   NEVER     10 OR MORE

 OFFENSE DID ACT 1 TIME 2–5 TIMES 6–9 TIMES TIMES

 1. Petty theft     

 2. Forgery     

 3. Used cocaine     

 4. Used marijuana     

 5. Gambling     

 6. Weapon violation     

 7. Burglary     

 8. Fighting     

 9. Used fake ID     

 10. Vandalism     

 11. Truancy     

 12. Runaway     

 13. Curfew     

 14. Liquor violation     

 15. Drunk driving     

Self-Report Delinquency Survey
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Historical Background

In 1946 Austin Porterfi eld published the fi rst self-report study of delinquent 
behavior. He compared the self-reported delinquency of 337 college students 
with that of 2,049 youths who had appeared before the juvenile court. Porter-
fi eld found that over 90 percent of the college students surveyed admitted to at 
least one felony.21 The next year James Wallerstein and J. C. Wyle conducted a 
survey of self-reported delinquent behavior using a sample of 1,698 adult men 
and women focusing on behavior they had committed when they were juveniles. 
They discovered that 99 percent of the sample admitted to committing at least 
one offense they could have been arrested for had they been caught.22 In 1954 
James F. Short Jr. reported fi ndings from the fi rst self-report study to include 
institutionalized juvenile delinquents.23 In 1958 Short and F. Ivan Nye published 
a study of (1) juveniles in three Washington State communities, (2) students in 
three Midwestern towns, and (3) a sample of delinquents in training schools. 
They found that delinquency was widespread across these social groups.24 
 These fi ndings inspired more systematic research. In 1963 Maynard Erick-
son and LaMar Empey interviewed boys between the ages of 15 to 17 and in-
cluded four subsamples: (1) 50 boys who had not appeared in court, (2) 30 boys 
who had one court appearance, (3) 50 boys who were on probation, and (4) 50 
boys who were incarcerated. They found that there was a tremendous amount 
of hidden or undetected delinquency, and those who had been offi cially labeled 
“delinquent” admitted to committing many more offenses than those who had 
not been so labeled (see Chapter 7).25 Jay Williams and Martin Gold conducted 
the fi rst nationwide self-report study of delinquency in 1967. Using interviews 
and offi cial records of 847, 13- to 16-year-old boys and girls, they discovered 
that 88 percent of the teenagers admitted to committing at least one chargeable 
offense in the past 3 years.26

 The most comprehensive and systematic self-report study to date is the 
National Youth Survey (NYS), started in 1976 by Delbert Elliott. The NYS is a 
nationwide survey of more than 1,700 youths who were between the ages of 11 
and 17 at the time of the fi rst interview. From more than 100 cities and towns, 
the respondents represented every socioeconomic, racial, and ethnic group. For 
more than 30 years this original group of respondents (now 30 to 40 years old) 
has reported to Elliott how often during the past 12 months (from one Christ-
mas to the next) they have committed certain criminal acts, ranging from felony 
assaults to minor thefts.27 

Strengths and Weaknesses

Criminologists have learned a great deal about delinquency from self-report sur-
veys. It is now widely accepted that over 90 percent of juveniles have committed 
an act that, if they had been caught and prosecuted to the full extent of the law, 
could have had them incarcerated. Self-report studies have also made criminolo-
gists more aware of how large the dark fi gure of crime might actually be. The 
amount of delinquency hidden from criminal justice offi cials is between 4 and 
10 times greater than what is reported in the UCR. Finally, self-report research 
has produced consistent evidence that is suggestive of a racial and ethnic bias in 
the processing of juveniles who enter the juvenile justice system.28

 The criticisms of the self-report method are similar to the ones leveled at 
survey methodology generally. One complaint focuses on how the data are col-
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lected. Another concern is whether it is reasonable to expect that juveniles would 
admit their illegal acts to strangers. Why should they? Other problems critics of 
the self-report method point to are the same concerns that are raised regarding 
victimization surveys. When juveniles are asked about their involvement in de-
linquency, they may forget, misunderstand, distort, or lie about what happened. 
Some teenagers exaggerate their crimes while others minimize theirs.
 These concerns have caused criminologists to design methods to validate the 
fi ndings from self-report studies. One technique used is to compare the youth’s 
responses with offi cial police records. Studies using this technique have found 
a high correlation between reported delinquency and offi cial delinquency.29 
Other techniques criminologists have used to validate self-reports include hav-
ing friends verify the honesty of the juvenile’s answers, testing subjects more 
than once to see if their answers remain the same, and asking subjects to submit 
to a polygraph test.30 
 Findings from studies implementing one or more of the validity checks have 
provided general support of the self-report method. In a comprehensive review 
of the reliability and validity of self-reports, Michael Hindelang and his col-
leagues concluded:

The diffi culties in self-report instruments currently in use would appear to be 
surmountable; the method of self-reports does not appear from these studies to 
be fundamentally fl awed. Reliability measures are impressive and the majority 
of studies produce validity coeffi cients in the moderate to strong range.31 

 Despite the strong support of the self-report method, it has one glaring weak-
ness, namely the worst delinquents usually do not participate. Stephen Cernkov-
ich and his colleagues believe self-report studies might exclude the most serious 
chronic offenders and therefore provide a gauge of delinquency for only the less 
serious, occasional offenders. They reached this conclusion after comparing the 
self-reported behavior of incarcerated and nonincarcerated youths. The research-
ers detected signifi cant differences in the offending patterns of the two groups, 
leading them to conclude: “Institutionalized youth are not only more delinquent 
than the ‘average kid’ in the general population, but also considerably more de-
linquent than the most delinquent youth identifi ed in the typical self-report.”32

 The potential omission of the most serious and chronic delinquents is criti-
cal in two ways. First, surveys that lack the most active delinquent offenders are, 
by defi nition, not producing valid estimates of delinquency. Second, this results 
in a mischaracterization of delinquency trends because the behavior of chronic 
delinquents is signifi cantly different than “normal” delinquents (see Box 2-4). 
The importance of chronic delinquents is discussed later in this chapter.

DELINQUENCY TRENDS

Of the more than 300 million people who live in the United States, 26 percent 
(78 million) are under age 18.33 A violent crime is committed every 23 seconds, 
a forcible rape every 6 minutes, and a murder roughly every 32 minutes. Who is 
primarily responsible for this crime? Are the offenders more likely to be adults 
or juveniles? Are offenders more often males or females? Wealthy or poor? Afri-
can American? White? Hispanic? When the offender is a child, adults ask a lot 
of questions. Are more children committing crime today than 10 years ago? Is 
the criminal behavior of girls becoming more like that of boys? Do African 
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Americans commit more crime than whites? Are age and delinquency related? 
How does social class impact involvement in delinquency? These and other im-
portant questions are answered in this section. 
 In 2005 police made more than 14 million arrests, 15.3 percent (1.58 mil-
lion) of all persons arrested were juveniles. For both adults and juveniles, most 
persons had been arrested for relatively minor crimes. For instance, juveniles 
were most commonly arrested for larceny-theft. The most recent data indicate 

T
wice each year, the Offi ce of Juvenile 
Justice and Delinquency Prevention con-
ducts a census of juvenile residential 

facilities to produce information on the more 
than 100,000 youths that are detained in fa-
cilities in the United States. By taking a look 
at the characteristics of the children and ado-
lescents who are behind bars, one can more 
clearly understand the diversity of the delin-
quent population. Although delinquency is 
normative during adolescence, the following 
profi le illustrates the multiple problems that 
incarcerated youth face. 

The typical detained delinquent has a sub-
stance abuse problem and has abused mul-
tiple types of drugs, including alcohol, mari-
juana, cocaine, and inhalants, among others. 
Many youths suffer from one or more psychi-
atric problems for depression, anxiety, and af-
fective disorders. Among detained youth, the 
prevalence of conduct disorder, oppositional-
defi ant disorder, attention defi cit/hyperactiv-
ity disorder (ADHD), and even psychopathy 
are dramatically higher than among youths in 
the general population. Youths behind bars 
are also signifi cantly more likely to have been 
abused, neglected, and maltreated. In ad-
dition to higher rates of victimization, these 
young people overwhelmingly come from se-
verely impoverished backgrounds. According 
to the most recent census, 26 youths died 
while in custody. The leading cause of death 
was suicide. 

Today, only the most at-risk juvenile offend-
ers are committed to state and private insti-

tutions. As this profi le indicates, much treat-
ment, counseling, and education is needed 
to aid in their rehabilitation. However, prior 
research indicates that rehabilitation of the 
most high-risk delinquents is well worth the 
investment. Mark Cohen found that high-risk 
youths create correctional and victimization 
costs between $1.3 million and 1.5 mil-
lion per delinquent! Matt DeLisi and Jewel 
Gatling replicated Cohen’s fi nding and also 
found that the most chronic offenders can 
create costs to society in excess of $12 mil-
lion per offender. Recently, Michael Caldwell 
and his colleagues found that intensive treat-
ment programs for unmanageable delinquent 
males yielded a cost–benefi t ratio of 7 to 1. 
For every dollar invested in helping a high-risk 
youth, seven dollars and untold victimization 
and negativity is prevented. 

Sources: Linda Teplin, Karen Abram, Gary McClelland, Amy 

Mericle, Mina Dulcan, and Jason Washburn, Psychiatric Disor-

ders of Youth in Detention (Washington, DC: U.S. Department 

of Justice, 2006); Jill Gordon and Page Moore, “ADHD Among 

Incarcerated Youth: An Investigation on the Congruency with 

ADHD Prevalence and Correlates Among the General Popula-

tion,” American Journal of Criminal Justice 30:87–97 (2005); 

Dustin Pardini, John Lochman, and Paul Frick, “Callous/Un-

emotional Traits and Social-Cognitive Process in Adjudicated 

Youths,” Journal of the American Academy of Child and Adoles-

cent Psychiatry 42:364–371 (2003); Mark Cohen, “The Mon-

etary Value of Saving a High-Risk Youth,” Journal of Quanti-

tative Criminology 14:5–56 (1988); Matt DeLisi and Jewel 

Gatling, “Who Pays for a Life of Crime?” Criminal Justice Stud-

ies 16:28–293 (2003); Michael Caldwell, Michael Vitacco, 

and Gregory Van Rybroek, “Are Violent Delinquents Worth 

Treating? A Cost–Benefi t Analysis,” Journal of Research in 

Crime and Delinquency 43:1148–168 (2006). 

A  W I N D O W  O F  D E L I N Q U E N C Yb o x  2 - 4
Juvenile Delinquents Behind Bars
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that young people were arrested for 15 percent of all crimes and for 16 and 
26 percent of serious violent and property offenses, respectively. Juveniles were 
most likely to be arrested for status offenses, a behavior that is unlawful only 
for children (see Chapter 1). In 2005 the UCR reported 92,556 juvenile arrests 
for liquor law violations, 104,054 arrests for curfew violators, and 81,222 ar-
rests for running away. (Arrests for truancy, incorrigibility, and other status of-
fenses are not reported in the UCR.) The juvenile proportion of arrests reported 
in the UCR for all offenses appears in Table 2-1.34 

table 2-1 Percentage of All Crimes Resulting in a Juvenile Arrest, 2005

OFFENSE CHARGED JUVENILE ARRESTS (%)

Murder and nonnegligent manslaughter 9.0%

Forcible rape 15.4

Robbery 25.2

Aggravated assault 13.6

Burglary 26.1

Larceny-theft 25.7

Motor vehicle theft 25.5

Arson 48.6

Violent crime 15.8

Property crime 26.0

Other assaults 19.0

Forgery and counterfeiting 3.5

Fraud 2.5

Embezzlement 6.1

Stolen property 16.6

Vandalism 37.2

Weapon violation 23.1

Prostitution 1.9

Other sex offenses 18.2

Drug abuse violations 10.4

Gambling 18.1

Offenses against family 4.2

Driving under the infl uence 1.3

Liquor laws 21.1

Drunkenness 2.9

Disorderly conduct 29.7

Vagrancy 14.0

All other offenses (except traffi c) 9.4

Suspicion 14.6

Curfew and loitering violations 100.0

Runaways 100.0

TOTAL 15.3

Source: Federal Bureau of Investigation, Crime in the United States, 2005 (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of 

Justice, 2006).
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Is Delinquency Decreasing or Increasing?

Less delinquency is committed today than in earlier years. As shown in Fig-
ure 2-1, current violent victimizations with juvenile offenders are approximately 
40 to 60 percent below the average over the past quarter century. From the peak 
of violent victimizations with juvenile offenders in 1993, the current levels are 
down approximately 120 percent. Juvenile violent Crime Index arrests tell a 
similar story. Current data indicate that adolescents are arrested for murder, 
rape, robbery, and aggravated assault at nearly 20 percent below the historical 
average. From the peak juvenile violent Crime Index arrest rate in 1993–1994, 
the current levels are down nearly 80 percent.35 
 According to the NCVS, from 1993 to 2005 the violent crime rate was 
down 58 percent from 50 to 21 victimizations per 1,000 persons age 12 or older. 
Property crime declined 52 percent from 319 to 154 per 1,000 households. The 
greatest recent declines in victimization occurred among persons ages 16 to 19 
whose victimization rates dropped 19 percent. Overall, in the early 21st century, 
crime and victimization rates are at their lowest point in several decades.36 Al-
though the overall forecast is promising, violent crime increased 2 percent into 
2006 and homicides were up about 5 percent.37 While this is cause for public 
concern, crime analysts suggest that it is too soon to tell if very recent trends in 
violent crime are the beginning of a larger surge like the one that occurred in the 
early 1990s.38 

figure 2–1 Juvenile Violent Crime, 1981–2003
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1980 and 2003 are documented by both victim reports and arrests

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge

Percent difference from the 24-year average

Violent victimizations
with juvenile offenders

Juvenile Violent Crime
Index arrests

Source: Howard Snyder and Melissa Sickmund, Juvenile Offenders and Victims: 2006 National Report (Washing-

ton, DC: Offi ce of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, 2006).
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 The explanations most often given for the decline in crime are the economy, 
increased use of prisons, better policing, an aging population, and a decline in 
youth involvement in the crack market and gang involvement in crack distribu-
tion, and legalized abortion (see Box 2-5).39 These different reasons are briefl y 
explained below. 

1.  Economy. Reductions in delinquency have been attributed to the economy 
regardless of whether it is in recession or expansion. In “bad times,” the 
economy may lead to fewer crimes because unemployed parents are more 
likely to be home supervising their children (see Chapter 10). In “good 
times,” the economy provides young people with more legitimate opportu-
nities to earn money, making it less likely that they will see crime as a neces-
sary or desirable option.40

2.  Prisons. Incarcerating more offenders for a longer period of time and with 
greater certainty reduces the crime rate. In fact, renowned criminologist 
James Q. Wilson believes that putting offenders in prison is the single most 
important thing society can do to decrease crime. Since 1985 the U.S. in-
carceration rate has increased fi vefold. During this era, the amount of time 
served behind bars increased dramatically as most states adopted the 85 per-
cent federal truth-in-sentencing standard. The impact of these policies and 
practices was that more active and chronic offenders were being sentenced 
to prison and they were staying there for longer periods of time. Criminolo-
gists have feverishly studied the effects of prison expansion on crime, and 
the bottom line is that the prison boom explains between 13 and 54 percent 
of the recent crime decline.41 

3.  Policing. Better policing is also sometimes cited as a reason for the drop 
in crime. One effective strategy is based on the “broken windows” thesis, 
which argues that just as a broken window left unattended is a sign nobody 
cares and will lead to more broken windows, so ignoring small crimes such 
as vandalism and public urination will lead to more serious crimes being 
committed if they go unpunished.42

4.  Age. Crime rates also change in response to changes in the age distribution 
of the population. The most likely people to commit crime are young males, 
ages 15 to 24. When there is a smaller percentage of the population in the 
“crime-prone years,” the overall crime rate naturally decreases.43

5.  Crack. The United States experienced a crack cocaine epidemic in the 1980s 
and early 1990s. About the same time, violent juvenile crime skyrocketed. 
The increase in violent delinquency was blamed on factors related to crack, 
such as gang turf wars and street-corner crack markets. For many reasons, 
such as the younger brother syndrome, where today’s teens witnessed the 
ravaging effect of crack addiction on an older sibling, crack cocaine has be-
come less popular.44 

6.  Abortion. A recent and controversial argument is that the legalization of 
abortion in 1973 has reduced the number of children who would have been 
at greater risk for delinquency. Since millions of unwanted children never 
reached crime-prone years, a crime decline would be expected in the early 
to middle 1990s—precisely when it did occur. (For more on the abortion–
crime decline thesis, see Box 2-5.)

What do you think about 

the reported link between 

abortion and delinquency 

reduction? Proponents 

might suggest abortion 

is the merciful salvation 

from a life of delinquency. 

Do you agree?

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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B
etween 1993 and 2005 the percentage 
of juveniles arrested for Crime Index of-
fenses declined by almost 30 percent. 

Many explanations for the decline have been 
offered, including the economy, population 
changes, aggressive police practices, and 
increased incarceration of chronic offenders. 
However, no explanation is more controversial 
than the one offered by John Donohue III of 
Yale Law School and Steven Levitt, an econo-
mist at the University of Chicago. They attri-
bute the decrease in crime to the 1973 Roe v. 
Wade decision that legalized abortion.

Donohue and Levitt offer evidence that le-
galized abortion has contributed signifi cantly 
to recent crime reductions. The relationship 
between legalized abortion and crime is 
straightforward: A steep rise in abortions af-
ter 1973 has meant that many persons prone 
to criminal activity in the 1990s when crime 
began to decline were never born. There are 
two reasons for this:

1.  Abortion shrinks the number of people 
who reach the age where they are most 
prone to commit crimes.

2.  Abortion is not random. Teenagers, un-
married women, the poor, and African 
Americans are more likely than others to 
have abortions; they are also more likely 
to have children who are “at risk” for 
committing crimes later in life.

Similarly, women with unwanted pregnan-
cies are less likely to be good parents and may 
harm their fetus during pregnancy by drinking 
alcohol and taking drugs that increase the 
likelihood of future criminality. Donohue and 
Levitt present three strands of evidence in 
support of their claim:

1.  The precipitous drop in crime across the 
United States coincides with the period 
in which the generation affected by Roe 
v. Wade would have reached the peak of 
its criminal activity.

2.  The five states that legalized abortion in 
1970, three years before Roe v. Wade, 
were the first to experience the drop in 
crime.

3.  States with high abortion rates from 
1973 to 1976 have seen the largest de-
crease in crime since 1985, even after 
controlling for incarceration rates, racial 
composition, and income.

Donohue and Levitt conclude that current 
crime rates would be 10 to 20 percent higher 
if abortion had not been legalized. They esti-
mate that legalized abortion may account for 
as much as 50 percent of the recent drop in 
crime. Furthermore, in terms of costs of crime, 
they believe that legalized abortion has saved 
Americans more than $30 billion annually. 

Although the abortion–crime reduction hy-
pothesis generated a great amount of con-
troversy, criminologists have only recently 
attempted to replicate Donohue and Levitt’s 
research. Carter Hay and Michelle Evans, for 
instance, used data from the National Survey 
of Children, which is a national panel study 
of American children to explore the abortion 
hypothesis. Hay and Evans found that being 
born of an unwanted pregnancy did increase 
the risk for status offending, general delin-
quency, substance abuse, and serious delin-
quency. However, these effects only occurred 
for very young mothers. Despite the fact that 
their fi ndings lend empirical support to Dono-
hue and Levitt’s thesis, Hay and Evans called 
for more research. The controversy surround-
ing the impact of abortion on crime rates is 
far from settled. 

Sources: Federal Bureau of Investigation, Crime in the United 

States, 2006 (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice, 

2007); Steven Levitt and Stephen Dubner, Freakonomics, re-

vised edition (New York: Harper, 2006); John Donohue and 

Steven Levitt, “The Impact of Legalized Abortion on Crime,” 

Quarterly Journal of Economics 116:379–420 (2001); Carter 

Hay and Michelle Evans, “Has Roe v. Wade Reduced U.S. 

Crime Rates? Examining the Link Between Mothers’ Preg-

nancy Intentions and Children’s Later Involvement in Law-

Violating Behavior,” Journal of Research in Crime and Delin-

quency 43:36–66 (2006); John Donohue and Steven Levitt, 

“Further Evidence that Legalized Abortion Lowered Crime: 

A Reply to Joyce,” Journal of Human Resources 39:29–49 

(2004); Steven Levitt, “Understanding Why Crime Fell in the 

1990s: Four Factors that Explain the Decline and Six that Do 

Not,” Journal of Economic Perspectives 18:163–190 (2004).

D E L I N Q U E N C Y  P R E V E N T I O Nb o x  2 - 5
The Criminal Unborn
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There is no single reason 
why juvenile crime is less 
violent today than it was 
in the immediate past, but 
these are likely the most 
important factors.

Is Sex Related to 
Delinquency? 

Delinquency is primarily 
a male phenomenon. Boys 
are arrested more often 
than girls for all crimes 
with the exception of pros-

titution and running away. Nine out of every 10 persons arrested for murder, 
forcible rape, robbery, carrying and possessing weapons, sex offenses (except 
prostitution and forcible rape), and gambling are boys. However, the arrest gap 
between the sexes is closing. On the surface, girls seem to be catching up. Since 
1960 the difference in the sex–arrest ratios for serious violent and property of-
fenses has steadily declined. In 1960 the sex–arrest ratio for violent offenses was 
14 to 1; that is, 14 boys were arrested for each female arrested. By 1970 the ratio 
declined to 10 to 1, and by 1980 it dropped to 9 to 1. In the past decade, from 
1996 to 2005, the sex–arrest ratio for serious violent offenses has declined to 4 
to 1, one-third of what it was in 1960. 
 The trends shown in Table 2-2 indicate mostly dramatic reductions in ju-
venile arrests among males but a different story among females. From 1996 to 
2005, female juvenile arrests increased for other assaults, weapons violations, 
prostitution, other sex offenses, drug abuse violations, driving under the infl u-
ence, and disorderly conduct. 
 Self-report studies confi rm UCR arrest data. Boys admit to committing 
more delinquency, and more boys commit delinquency than girls. Research also 
reports a higher sex–arrest ratio (in favor of boys) for serious rather than less 
serious crimes.45 Data from the NYS also reveal that the gap in juvenile male–
female behavior is closing. According to James F. Short, Jr.:

Research demonstrates that the decline in gender ratios for most crimes has 
been especially pronounced for persons under age 18. That is, arrests of young 
females—compared to young males—have experienced greater increases than 
is the case for gender comparisons of older persons, and they have been greater 
for property crimes than for violent crimes.46

A similar pattern of convergence has been reported by Roy Austin who com-
pared the arrest ratios of male rates to female rates based on juvenile arrest 
data between 1963 and 1986. Austin found that “there was convergence of male 
and female arrests rates over these 22 years for total Index offenses, aggravated 
assault, burglary, larceny-theft, auto theft, and arson.”47 Our own inspection 
of the Uniform Crime Reports and the National Crime Victimization Survey 
reveals that the trend identifi ed by Austin has continued. Whether it will persist 
throughout the 21st century likely depends on whether sex roles become more 
or less differentiated. If they become less differentiated, the behavior of males 

Telephones that 
can fi lm video and 
take photographs 

can capture 
delinquent acts that 

previously were 
never discovered, 
such as these girls 

fi ghting. Is this type 
of technology a way 

for criminologists 
and law enforcement 

to more accurately 
measure 

delinquency? (Note: 
The photograph 

is blurred because 
of the poor video 

resolution.)

How are boys and girls 

different? Are girls 

more moral than boys? 

Should boys and girls be 

punished or treated the 

same?

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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54 s e c t i o n  1 Nature and Extent of Delinquency

and females—and consequently their incidence of arrest—should become more 
alike. On the other hand, if sex roles become more differentiated, the present 
trend may reverse itself. 
 Data on the percentage change in arrests over the past decade corrobo-
rate this conclusion of convergence. Between 1996 and 2005, male arrests for 
serious violent crimes decreased by 28 percent, while female arrests declined 
only by 10 percent. In the same period, 1996 to 2005, male arrests for seri-

table 2-2 10-Year Arrest Trend for Juveniles, by Sex, 1996–2005

OFFENSE CHARGED FEMALES MALES

Murder and nonnegligent manslaughter �23.5% �48.5%

Forcible rape �22.4 �26.0

Robbery �29.0 �34.2

Aggravated assault �5.4 �23.4

Burglary �34.4 �45.5

Larceny-theft �27.7 �50.3

Motor vehicle theft �47.1 �55.3

Arson �3.8 �27.0

Violent crime �10.2 �27.9

Property crime �29.1 �49.3

Other assaults �24.0 �4.1

Forgery and counterfeiting �59.3 �47.8

Fraud �28.9 �32.4

Embezzlement �15.7 �13.8

Stolen property �32.6 �50.1

Vandalism �9.5 �29.8

Weapon violation �15.4 �16.1

Prostitution �59.0 �33.3

Other sex offenses �26.4 �4.0

Drug abuse violations �14.4 �13.6

Gambling �51.4 �28.4

Offenses against family �33.0 �38.7

Driving under the infl uence �30.6 �10.9

Liquor laws �5.2 �26.2

Drunkenness �21.4 �42.4

Disorderly conduct �29.3 �5.8

Vagrancy �9.0 �34.6

All other offenses (not traffi c) �3.6 �20.9

Suspicion �68.4 �77.3

Curfew and loitering violations �24.5 �27.5

Runaways �43.4 �44.6

TOTAL �14.3 �28.7

Source: Federal Bureau of Investigation, Crime in the United States, 2005 (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of 

Justice, 2006).
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ous property crimes declined by 49 percent 
and female arrests dropped by 29 percent. 
Yet, even though there is consistent support 
for the idea that the behavior of boys and 
girls is becoming more similar, we must cau-
tion against misunderstanding gender dif-
ferences in delinquency. Even though girls 
are “catching up” to boys in terms of de-
linquent involvement, arrest rates for males 
are still several hundred percent higher than 
for girls. Gender differences are even more 
pronounced for the most violent crimes. 
Joycelyn Pollock and Sareta Davis suggested 
that the idea that females are becoming in-
creasingly more violent than (or as violent 
as males) is a myth, and that statistical in-
creases are small when considering the to-
tal perspective of gender differences in 
crime.48 

Is Race Related to Delinquency?

The study of race and delinquency has traditionally refl ected larger social con-
cerns. Throughout history, one or more oppressed groups of people have been 
assigned the brunt of the responsibility for crime. Today, much of the delin-
quency problem is blamed on young African American males. A recent study at-
tributes this perception to the news media’s routine portrayal of young African 
Americans as perpetrators of crime. This negative characterization has made 
whites fearful of being victimized by African American juveniles. Twice as many 
whites than African Americans believe they are more likely to be victimized by 
an African American than a white, even though whites are three times more 
likely to be victimized by a white than by an African American.49 
 Cultural values that are deeply rooted in hundreds of years of history con-
tribute to many of our beliefs. Since the early colonial period, whites have op-
pressed African Americans. Along with oppression has come the presumption 
by whites that African Americans are lazy, aggressive, inferior, subordinate, and 
troublemakers.50 The transmission of such a racist ideology that is passed from 
generation to generation has had a devastating impact on all African Americans, 
particularly children. For instance, the percentage of African American children 
who live in poor families is three times greater than the percentage of low-in-
come white children. The impact of living in a low-income family goes beyond 
malnourishment and the ruinous consequences of poor nutrition. It also means 
that many of these children are more likely to endure family stress and depres-
sion, have access to fewer resources for learning, and experience severe housing 
problems.51

 Nearly 16 percent (11.4 million) of U.S. children are African American. 
There are fi ve times more white children than there are African Americans.52 
An inspection of the UCR indicates that a disproportionate number of African 
American juveniles are arrested for all serious violent and property offenses and 
for most of the less serious crimes. African American children are twice as likely 

“I’ll show you mine 
if you’ll show me 

yours.”
CONRAD © The Los 
Angeles Times 1992. 

Used with permission.

M4313.indb   55M4313.indb   55 8/23/07   4:08:05 PM8/23/07   4:08:05 PM



56 s e c t i o n  1 Nature and Extent of Delinquency

as whites to be arrested overall, and, for murder and robbery, they are fi ve and 
nine times more likely to be arrested, respectively. Most curious is that African 
American juveniles are 63 times more likely than whites to be arrested for gam-
bling! (See Table 2-3.)
 Self-report data offer a mixed bag of fi ndings regarding the relationship be-
tween race and delinquency. Some studies report that African American juve-
niles and white juveniles are equally involved in delinquency.53 In their nation-
wide survey of adolescent drug use, Lloyd Johnston and his colleagues found 
that African American juveniles have substantially lower rates of illicit drug use 
than white adolescents.54 Yet, according to the UCR data shown in Table 2-3, 
African Americans are twice as likely as whites to be arrested for a drug abuse 
violation. Other self-report studies tell a different story. Jay Williams and Mar-
tin Gold found that while African Americans and whites report committing de-
linquency at about the same rate, African Americans report greater involvement 
in more serious forms of delinquency.55 Similarly, using NYS data, Delbert El-
liott and Suzanne Ageton discovered signifi cant race differences for total delin-
quency and for predatory crimes against persons.56 They concluded that African 
Americans are arrested more often because they are the more frequent and more 
serious offenders. Related studies further suggest that African American males 
are less likely to report involvement in serious crimes for which they have been 
arrested.57 Research has questioned the truthfulness of the offending rates they 
report. Terence Thornberry and Marvin Krohn discovered that African Ameri-
can males substantially underreport their involvement in delinquency, a fi nding 
consistent with Barbara Mensch and Denise Kandel who detected differences 
among races on their level of truthfulness when answering survey question-
naires.58 If these researchers are correct, African Americans are likely to appear 
less delinquent than they actually are. 
 Findings from the NCVS compliment UCR and self-report surveys. Recent 
analyses of NCVS data for 1980 through 1998 compared the rates of offend-
ing for African American and white juveniles as reported by crime victims. The 
study focused on the serious violent crimes of aggravated assault, robbery, and 
rape because these are crimes in which victims have face-to-face contact with 
offenders. Data from victims indicate that the serious violent offending rate for 
African American juveniles is higher than the rate for white juveniles.59 From 
1980 to 1998, the offending rate for African American juveniles was, on aver-
age, more than four times the offending rate for white juveniles. In comparison, 
the African American–to-white ratio of arrest rates reported in the UCR for 
these same offenses shows greater disparity than was found for offending. The 
average arrest rate for 1980 to 1998 was almost six times higher for African 
American juveniles than for white juveniles. For both offending rates and arrest 
rates, though, the ratios of African American to white rates have somewhat de-
clined in recent years. From 1992 to 1998, the African American–to-white rates 
were very similar for arrests and offending. On average, African American juve-
niles had arrest rates that were fi ve times greater and offending rates that were 
fi ve times greater than the rates for white juveniles.
 What do these data suggest about race and delinquency? Why are African 
American juveniles more involved in crime than whites? What explanations for 
the fi ndings from UCR, self-report surveys, and the NCVS might make them 
more plausible? Three interrelated theoretical explanations have been advanced 
to explain the disproportionate involvement in delinquency among African 
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table 2-3 Race–Arrest Ratio for Afr ican American and White Juveniles, 20051

 AFRICAN AMERICAN–

OFFENSE CHARGED WHITE ARREST RATIO

Murder and nonnegligent manslaughter 6:1

Forcible rape 3:1

Robbery 11:1

Aggravated assault 4:1

Burglary 2:1

Larceny-theft 2:1

Motor vehicle theft 4:1

Arson 1:1

Violent crime 5:1

Property crime 2:1

Other assaults 3:1

Forgery and counterfeiting 1:1

Fraud 2:1

Embezzlement 2:1

Stolen property 4:1

Vandalism 1:1

Weapon violation 2:1

Prostitution 7:1

Other sex offenses 2:1

Drug abuse violations 2:1

Gambling 63:1

Offenses against family 1:1

Driving under the infl uence 1:5

Liquor laws 1:4

Drunkenness 1:2

Disorderly conduct 3:1

Vagrancy 3:1

All other offenses (not traffi c) 2:1

Suspicion 3:1

Curfew and loitering violations 2:1

Runaways 2:1

TOTAL 2:1

1To calculate the African American–white arrest ratio, the total number of juvenile arrests of African Americans was 

multiplied by 5 (there are fi ve times more white juveniles than African American children under age 18), and the 

sum was divided by the number of white juveniles who had been arrested. For an example of how to read the table, 

go to the column labeled “African American–White Arrest Ratio.” See the ratio corresponding to the crime, murder 

and nonnegligent manslaughter. It is 5:1. For this crime in 2005, proportionately fi ve African American juveniles 

were arrested for every white juvenile arrested. 

Source: Federal Bureau of Investigation, Crime in the United States, 2005 (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of 

Justice, 2006).
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Americans specifi cally, and racial minorities generally. These are economic de-
privation, family breakdown, and cultural factors. 
 Economic deprivation. In a series of landmark books, William Julius Wil-
son argued that African Americans, more than whites or any other minority 
group, have faced an acute shortage of economic opportunities as the result of 
the inequitable distribution of services and wealth. During the latter part of the 
20th century, as the American economy shifted from manufacturing to more 
service-oriented jobs, those without the necessary credentials or skills were left 
behind. Over time, middle-class citizens left urban centers and migrated to the 
suburbs. At fi rst, whites departed the cities, in part because of new job oppor-
tunities and in part because of prejudice against African Americans. Soon, mid-
dle-class minorities similarly relocated to suburbs.60 
 The economic problems and residential segregation created concentrated 
disadvantage, neighborhoods characterized by extreme poverty and high-crime 
rates in African Americans neighborhoods. This situation has caused frustra-
tion, stress, and a sense of fatalism among African Americans in their pursuit of 
cultural goals through legitimate means, which contributes to high delinquency 
rates among African Americans.61 
 Family breakdown. Economic deprivation creates a host of strains contrib-
uting to family breakdown in the African American community, led by approxi-
mately 70 percent of black children being born to unmarried parents. Other 
features of the culture of poverty include few male role models because of ab-

sentee fathers, overworked 
single mothers, and chil-
dren who must largely raise 
themselves often by asso-
ciating with their friends 
who often share their fam-
ily background.62 Disrup-
tions in family structure 
negatively impact school 
performance, which con-
tributes to the seemingly 
endless cycle of poverty.63 
As a result, children raised 
in neighborhoods of con-
centrated disadvantage are 
poorly equipped to succeed 
in American society.64 

Cultural factors. The 
culture of poverty also 
contributes to serious and 
violent forms of delin-
quency. Karen Parker and 
Tracy Johns found that 
family disruption is a sig-
nifi cant predictor of ho-
micide particularly among 
racial minorities living in 
major American cities.65 

Police departments 
have initiated street 
sweeps of suspected 

gang members in 
an effort to combat 

delinquency. Are 
such programs 

effective in 
controlling gang 

delinquency? 
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Similarly, John MacDonald and Angela Gover found that economic and cultural 
problems were particularly related to homicide committed by adolescents and 
young adults.66 In fact, criminologists have provided compelling evidence for 
the idea that concentrated disadvantage, the most economically impoverished, 
racially segregated neighborhoods, is related to delinquency. Far from being a 
pervasive problem, serious delinquency and violence among African Americans 
is overwhelmingly limited to the “worst” neighborhoods in the United States, 
the very places that defi ne concentrated disadvantage.67 
 Another explanation for why African Americans are more likely to commit 
crime is because they have developed from their life experiences a hostile view 
of larger society and its values. In reaction, African Americans have constructed 
a culture with distinctive modes of dress, speech, and conduct that are at odds 
with larger society. Crime is the result of African Americans not respecting the 
values of larger society and being more willing to fl aunt social norms. Some 
criminologists have suggested that the culture of poverty places tremendous im-
portance on personal appearance and self-respect perhaps because economic 
deprivation is so pronounced. Because of this, youths interpreted signs of dis-
respect or other seemingly trivial affronts as serious threats. Elijah Anderson 
calls this the “Code of the Street” where violence, even murder, is viewed as the 
normative response to signs of disrespect.68 Given that many arguments, fi ghts, 
and even homicides stem from trivial confrontations, such as bumping into an-
other person or staring at another person in a threatening manner, it is likely 
that some youth subscribe to a subcultural code of the streets.69 
 In Crime and Human Nature, James Q. Wilson and Richard Herrnstein 
reject these explanations and suggest that differences in the arrest rates between 
the races can be traced to intelligence.70 Their argument is based on evidence 
that shows the IQ scores of African American are, on the average, 12 to 15 
points lower than whites. Wilson and Herrnstein also reject the notion that cul-
tural bias explains the differences in IQ scores and conclude: “If lower measured 
intelligence is associated with crime independently of socio-economic status, 
and if Blacks, on the average, have much lower scores, then these facts may help 
explain some of the Black–White differences in crime rates.”71 (See the discus-
sion of intelligence in Chapter 5.) Many criminologists disagree with Wilson 
and Herrnstein.72 Alternatively, they propose that the race–arrest differences are 
a function of differential law enforcement, namely that more police patrol Afri-
can American neighborhoods and receive more calls for service from residents 
of African American neighborhoods, resulting in more police–citizen interac-
tions.73 Critics of Wilson and Herrnstein also contend there is police bias that 
results in racial profi ling, a practice where police use race as an explicit factor in 
“profi les” for guiding their decision making (see Chapter 13).
 About half of all African American men say they have been victims of racial 
profi ling. Police justify racial profi ling on the basis of arrest statistics that sug-
gest African Americans are more likely than whites to commit crime. Studies of 
racial profi ling, however, indicate this is not necessarily the case. In Maryland, 
for example, 73 percent of those stopped and searched on a section of Interstate 
95 were African American yet state police reported that equal percentages of 
the whites and African Americans who were searched, statewide, had drugs or 
other contraband. Other research also supports the belief that police use ra-
cial profi ling. Nationally, citizens report police make traffi c stops of African 
American male drivers more frequently than of other groups. African American 

Are police practices 

such as racial profi ling 

necessary for the 

effective control of 

delinquency? Why or why 

not?

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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drivers are more likely to report the police did not have legitimate reasons for 
stopping them and that police acted improperly during the traffi c stop. In addi-
tion, African Americans are signifi cantly more likely than whites to be searched 
after a traffi c stop. Many studies of racial profi ling have concluded that police 
actions are discriminatory and refl ect racial prejudice of individual offi cers or 
organizational racism found in police departments.74 
 The relationship between race and delinquency is complex. The existing 
data tell a mixed story. Based on data produced for the UCR, from self-report 
studies, and from the NCVS, the conclusion that more African American juve-
niles are involved in delinquency than whites is warranted. However, studies 
of racial profi ling, while not directly studying police–juvenile interactions, are 
strongly suggestive of the possibility that a juvenile’s race infl uences the decision 
by an offi cer regarding whether to arrest (see Chapter 13).

Is Social Class Related to Delinquency?

By now you are likely not surprised to read that studies reporting on delinquency 
and social class have produced mixed results. Some studies report a direct rela-
tionship between social class and delinquency, while others have found no rela-
tionship or a very weak one.75 

 Research based on offi cial data (e.g., the UCR) has typically found that 
lower-class youths are arrested and incarcerated more than middle- and upper-
class adolescents. A landmark study examining the relationship between delin-
quency and social class was published in 1942. Clifford Shaw and Henry McKay 
observed a very strong relationship among delinquency rates, rates of families 
on relief, and median rental costs in 140 neighborhoods.76 Follow-up research 
reported similar fi ndings for a variety of measures of social class. However, rela-
tionships at the neighborhood level do not mean those factors are related at the 
individual level. To assume that they are is committing the ecological fallacy. 
For example:

1.  Police could be biased, arresting juveniles in lower-class neighborhoods for 
behavior (e.g., loitering) they ignore in other neighborhoods.

2.  People could leave their middle- and upper-class neighborhoods and go to 
lower-class neighborhoods to commit crimes (e.g., illegal drug sales).

3.  Only a small number of juveniles might be committing most of the offenses 
in a lower-class neighborhood.

For these reasons, in the 1950s criminologists started to use self-report surveys 
to evaluate the relationship between delinquency and social class. These early 
studies revealed there was no relationship between them. This conclusion stirred 
considerable controversy. Some criminologists contended that the self-report 
method was not a reliable or valid tool. Other criminologists were suffi ciently 
intrigued to conduct their own research, using other samples, to see if they 
would fi nd the same thing. Often they did. Delinquency was as common among 
middle- and upper-class juveniles as it was among lower-class teenagers.77

 The debate surrounding delinquency and social class has not been resolved. 
Contemporary criminologists have tried to clarify and summarize what is 
known. Charles Tittle and his colleagues report that the relationship between 
delinquency and social class depends on when and how the research was con-
ducted. Not only did the relationship vary from decade to decade, but self-report 
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data yielded different results than did offi cial data.78 Offi cial data in the 1940s 
showed a strong correlation between delinquency and social class, but the cor-
relation weakened in later decades and fell to practically zero in the 1970s. In 
self-report studies, the average correlation between social class and delinquency 
was never high; before 1950 there were no self-report studies examining this 
relationship, and afterward the correlation was only very weak.79 
 These fi ndings lend themselves to different interpretations. Perhaps the offi -
cial data of the 1940s and 1950s are invalid and should not be accepted. Or the 
offi cial data may be accurate, and lower-class juveniles did have a monopoly on 
delinquency, but middle- and upper-class teenagers have now caught up. Tittle 
and his colleagues reject both possibilities. They think self-report data are prob-
ably correct in showing that the relationship between delinquency and social 
class has not changed very much over the years and that lower-class adolescents 
are only slightly more likely than others to commit crime. They also think that 
the offi cial data refl ect bias. They believe that police and court offi cials discrimi-
nated against lower-class juveniles, arresting and referring them to court more 
often, particularly in the 1940s and 1950s, than was the case for other children. 
Their contention has found support in research by Robert Sampson who exam-
ined arrest decisions and found that for most offenses committed by teenagers, 
offi cial police records and court referrals were structured not just by the act, but 
also by the juvenile’s social class.80 Similarly, John Hagan discovered that police 
characterize lower-class neighborhoods as having more criminal behavior than 
other areas.81 Douglas Smith has perhaps captured the dynamic of the ecologi-
cal fallacy “in action” best when he observed:

Based on a set of internalized expectations derived from past experience, police 
divide the population and physical territory they must patrol into readily un-
derstandable categories. The result is a process of ecological contamination in 

Are social class and 
delinquency related? 

Does growing up 
poor increase the 
likelihood a child 

will commit crime? 
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which all persons encountered in bad neighborhoods are viewed as possessing 
the moral liability of the area itself.82 

 The conclusions of Tittle and his colleagues and those whose research sup-
ports their claims have been soundly criticized. Michael Hindelang and his asso-
ciates observed a rather consistent relationship between delinquency and social 
class for serious crimes.83 John Braithwaite wonders whether Tittle and his as-
sociates really take their conclusion of no relationship between delinquency and 
social class seriously and queried as to whether they “adopt no extra precau-
tions when moving about the slums of the world’s great cities than they do when 
walking in the middle class areas of such cities.”84 Braithwaite suggests that the 
evidence overwhelmingly supports the notion that delinquency and social class 
are related.85 Even though the connection between the delinquency and social 
class is sometimes inconsistent, more research identifi es the presence of a signifi -
cant class difference than would be expected by chance. When you consider that 
self-report studies exaggerate the proportion of delinquency committed by mid-
dle-class juveniles by paying too much attention to minor infractions, the “true” 
relationship between delinquency and social class begins to emerge. Studies of 
delinquency and social class based on offi cial records have consistently found 
sizable class differences.
 One study examining the relationship between delinquency and social class 
has been able to test the confl icting opinions by using such a large sample that 
it could include serious offenses. Delbert Elliott and Suzanne Ageton compared 
the self-report data of more than 1,700 juveniles representing the lower class, 
working class, and middle class. They concluded that the self-reporting behavior 
of adolescents was similar, except for predatory crimes against persons (robbery 
and aggravated assault). For these crimes, differences across the social classes 
were profound. For every such crime reported by middle-class juveniles, three of 
these crimes were committed by working-class youths, and lower-class juveniles 
reported four of these crimes, leading Elliott and Ageton to conclude that the 
behavior of lower-class teenagers is similar to the behavior of middle-class ado-
lescents for “run-of-the-mill offenses” but lower-class juveniles commit many 
more serious crimes.86 

 In 1982 Gary Kleck reported that lower-class juveniles had a tendency to 
underreport their involvement in crime in self-report studies, to which Tittle 
and his colleagues responded by saying “Kleck (and others) . . . believe that poor 
people are not only more criminal than those of other classes but bigger liars 
as well.”87 The jury is out on the exact nature of the delinquency–social class 
relationship. From their research in 1990, Tittle and Robert Meier observed that 
criminologists today are no closer to understanding the relationship between 
delinquency and social class than they were 50 years ago.88 A decade later, in 
2000, Gregory Dunaway and his colleagues reached much the same conclusion 
when they reported that the impact of social class on criminality is negligible.89 
Now the delinquency–social class debate has entered the 21st century absent 
any agreement among criminologists. 

Is Age Related to Delinquency?

Age and delinquency are related. The association between them was originally 
observed by the 19th-century French criminologist, Adolphe Quetelet, who 
noted that crimes peaks in the late teens through the mid-twenties.90 Today, 
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a well-established fact is the age–crime curve, which states that crime rates 
increase during preadolescence, peak in late adolescence, and steadily decline 
thereafter.91 The high point of the curve is slightly different for serious violent 
and property offenses. Arrests for serious violent crimes peak at age 18, and 
then steadily decline; arrests for serious property crimes top out at age 16 and 
decrease consistently thereafter. Juveniles whose behavior fi ts this pattern are 
called adolescence-limited offenders because their delinquency is restricted to 
the teenage years.92

 The age–crime curve does not apply to all juveniles. Some children begin 
and end their involvement in delinquency at earlier and later ages. Variation in 
offending patterns among juveniles has been observed across offense type, by 
sex, and by race. For instance, (1) violent offending by girls peaks earlier than 
boys and (2) African American children are more likely than whites to continue 
offending into early adulthood.93 What is constant across all categories of juve-
niles is they commit fewer crimes as they grow older—a process that criminolo-
gists call the aging-out phenomenon.94

 There are several competing explanations regarding why crime diminishes 
with age.95 Some of these ideas about why people age-out of crime follow:

•  Personalities change as juveniles mature. Once-rebellious adolescents often 
become adults who exercise self-control over their impulses. 

•  Adolescents become aware of the costs of crime. They start to realize they 
have too much to lose if they are caught and little to gain.

•  Peer infl uences over behavior weaken with age. As juveniles grow older, the 
importance of their peers’ opinions of them decreases.

•  For males, the level of testosterone in their body decreases as they grow 
older and so does their aggressiveness.

•  Some crimes, such as strong-arm robbery and burglary, decline with age 
because people lack the physical strength or agility to commit them. 

•  The need for money decreases. It is much more diffi cult for juveniles to get 
money than adults. As adolescents grow older, their prospects for full-time 
employment increase. 

Although most children age-out of delinquency, others do not, and often they 
become chronic offenders also known as serious, violent, and chronic juvenile 
offenders. Typically, chronic offenders are juveniles who begin offending at a 
very young age and continue to offend as adults. 

SERIOUS, VIOLENT, AND CHRONIC JUVENILE OFFENDERS

Recall from Chapter 1 that the juvenile court in the United States was estab-
lished in Cook County (Chicago), Illinois. Judge Merritt Pinckney, one of the 
judges who presided in the nation’s fi rst juvenile court had this to say about 
some of the youths he met:

A child, a boy especially, sometimes becomes so thoroughly vicious and is so 
repeatedly an offender that it would not be fair to the other children in a delin-
quent institution who have not arrived at his age of depravity and delinquency 
to have to associate with him. On very rare and special occasions, therefore, 
children are held over on a mittimus to the criminal court.96 
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Now consider this assessment from criminologist Terrie Moffi tt, who developed 
the developmental taxonomy consisting of adolescence-limited and life-course 
persistent offenders (see Chapter 8):

Longitudinal research consistently points to a very small group of males who 
display high rates of antisocial behavior across time and in diverse situations. 
The professional nomenclature may change, but the faces remain the same as 
they drift through successive systems aimed at curbing their deviance: schools, 
juvenile justice programs, psychiatric treatment centers, and prisons. The to-
pography of their behavior may change with changing opportunities, but the 
underlying disposition persists throughout the life course.97

 Although nearly a century separates these two quotations, both address the 
same recurrent problem in delinquency: chronic offenders. Today referred to as 
serious, violent, and chronic juvenile offenders, it has always been the case that 
a small group of serious violent youths are responsible for the overwhelming 
majority of serious violent crime occurring in a population. These youth have 
lengthy delinquent careers (duration or span), commit crimes at very high rates 
(frequency), are deeply committed to antisocial behavior (priority), and are most 
likely to commit crimes, such as murder and rape (seriousness). 

Research on Delinquent Careers

Chronic offenders often commit their fi rst serious crime before age 10 and by 
age 18 have achieved a lengthy police record. (See Box 2-6 for a profi le of Keith, 
a chronic offender.) Importantly, the general profi le of the chronic delinquent 
is remarkably similar regardless of whether the study group is from the United 
States or from other countries. For all intents and purposes, the most delinquent 
and violent youthful offenders are the same type of person across different types 
of societies and social contexts.98 The remainder of the chapter explores some 
of the most important studies of delinquent careers and serious, violent, and 
chronic juvenile offenders. 

Sheldon Glueck and Eleanor Glueck The fi rst criminologists to study 
chronic offenders were Sheldon Glueck and Eleanor Glueck during the 1930s. 
Their study included 500 delinquent white males between the ages of 10 and 17 
who had been committed to two Massachusetts correctional facilities, the Ly-
man School for Boys and the Industrial School for Boys. The Gluecks collected 
an array of data and created offender dossiers for each boy, including deviant 
and criminal history, psychosocial profi le, family background, school and occu-
pational history, and other life events such as martial and military history. The 
delinquent sample was matched on a case-by-case basis to 500 nondelinquent 
boys from the same area. Both samples were followed until the boys reached 
age 32. The study design permitted researchers to examine the long-term effects 
of early life experiences on subsequent social and antisocial behavior. In fact, 
the dataset is so impressive that it has been resurrected by Robert Sampson and 
John Laub since 1988 and used for more sophisticated data analysis. 
 The Gluecks’ research produced some important fi ndings. For example, 
an early onset of problem or antisocial behavior strongly predicted a lengthy 
criminal career characterized by high rates of offending and involvement in seri-
ous criminal violence. The Gluecks’ used the phrase “the past is prologue” to 
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K
eith was 16 when he was sentenced to 
27 years to life for robbery and murder. 
He had a long history of violence. He 

was an only child of parents who had never 
lived together. By age 7, he was uncontrollable 
and would run away from home. His mother 
fought with her live-in boyfriends over Keith’s 
behavior. Nearly every adult male with whom 
he came in contact physically abused him. 

Problems in school led to a suicide attempt 
by Keith to “get back” at his mother for spank-
ing him. Keith and a friend stole an automo-
bile at age 12 and were arrested after they 
wrecked the automobile. Within days, Keith 
was suspended from school for assaulting a 
student who refused to loan him a pencil. He 
and a friend tortured and hanged a lamb at 
a nearby school. Keith was placed in a boys’ 
home at age 13.

At the home, Keith was disruptive and hos-
tile, and escaped several times. During one 
escape, he physically assaulted two girls who 
were 11 and 12 years old. Afterward, Keith 
was captured and placed in a juvenile deten-
tion center where his stay was marked by 

several escapes, misconduct, and fi ghting. 
Keith’s fi nal escape ended in a siege in which 
Keith held detention center staff and police at 
bay with a tire iron. The net result of all these 
incidents was, astonishingly, that Keith was 
placed on probation.

Instances of vehement tantrums, vandal-
ism, assaults, and attempted suicide followed 
in an escalating pattern of violence. Keith was 
sentenced to 20 months in a detention facil-
ity for attacking his 21-year-old cousin with a 
hammer. Keith was 15 at the time. After serv-
ing one year, Keith was returned to his home, 
where truancy, disruptive behavior, and drug 
use continued. One day Keith skipped school 
with two of his friends. He stopped his car at 
a shopping center to “get some money.” Keith 
entered a bakery, demanded money from the 
woman owner, and then shot her in the face 
when she refused to open the cash register. 
Keith’s excuse was, “The bitch should have 
given me the money, it was her fault.”

Source: Timothy Crowe, Habitual Juvenile Offenders (Washing-

ton, DC: U.S. Department of Justice, 1994), pp. 9–11.

A  W I N D O W  O N  D E L I N Q U E N C Yb o x  2 - 6

capture the idea of the stability in behavior. However, the Gluecks’ also found 
that even high-rate offenders tended to reduce their offending after they passed 
through adolescence into early adulthood. Similarly, even serious offenders 
could desist from crime, and seemingly ignore their own criminal propensity, by 
participating in conventional adult social institutions such as marriage, work, 
and military.99 
 The Gluecks were also among the fi rst criminologists to focus on psychopa-
thy among serious delinquents. Psychopathy is a personality disorder that results 
in severe affective, interpersonal, and behavioral problems such that psychopaths 
can victimize and manipulate others seemingly without conscience. The Gluecks 
found that psychopathy was a useful variable to differentiate delinquents from 
nondelinquents. They described psychopathic offenders as openly destructive, 
antisocial, asocial, and less amenable to therapeutic or educative efforts. Other 
characteristics included insensitivity to social demands of others, shallow emo-
tionality, self-centeredness coupled with a complete lack of empathy, impulsive 
behavior, lack of stress or anxiety over social maladjustment, gross irresponsi-
bility, and emotional poverty. Psychopathic youth did not appear to respond to 

Profile of a Chronic Offender
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treatment or rehabilitative efforts, instead they were unconcerned about their 
consistent criminal behavior. They also found that the prevalence of psychopa-
thy was almost 20 times more common among their delinquent sample than 
their matched, nondelinquent control group.100 

Marvin Wolfgang and the Philadelphia Birth Cohorts The landmark study 
that established the contemporary understanding of career offenders was De-
linquency in a Birth Cohort by Marvin Wolfgang, Robert Figlio, and Thorsten 
Sellin in 1972. The study followed 9,945 males born in Philadelphia in 1945 
and who lived in the city at least from ages 10 through 18. The signifi cance of 
this longitudinal birth cohort design was that it was not susceptible to sampling 
error because every male subject was followed. They found that nearly two-
thirds of the youths never experienced a police contact and that 35 percent of 
the population of boys had. For the minority of persons who were actually con-
tacted by police, the police contacts were rare occurrences occurring just once, 
twice, or three times. 
 On the other hand, some youths experienced more frequent interaction with 
police. According to Wolfgang and his associates, persons with fi ve or more po-
lice contacts were chronic or habitual offenders. Of the nearly 10,000 boys, only 
627 members, just 6 percent of the population, qualifi ed as chronic or habitual 
offenders. However, these 6 percent accounted for 52 percent of the delinquency 
in the entire cohort. Moreover, chronic offenders committed 63 percent of all 
Crime Index offenses, 71 percent of the murders, 73 percent of the rapes, 82 
percent of the robberies, and 69 percent of the aggravated assaults.101 
 A second study examined a cohort of persons born in Philadelphia in 1958. 
Conducted by Paul Tracy, Marvin Wolfgang, and Robert Figlio, the second 
Philadelphia cohort contained 13,160 males and 14,000 females. Overall, the 
1958 cohort committed crime at higher rates than the 1945 cohort and demon-
strated greater involvement in the most serious forms of crime, such as murder, 
rape, robbery, and aggravated assault. Roughly the same proportion of persons, 
33 percent, was arrested prior to adulthood. Approximately 7 percent of the 
population members were habitual offenders, and they accounted for 61 percent 
of all delinquency, 60 percent of the murders, 75 percent of the rapes, 73 per-
cent of the robberies, and 65 percent of the aggravated assaults.102 A few years 
later, Paul Tracy and Kimberly Kempf–Leonard collected criminal records for 
the 1958 sample up to age 26. Their analysis showed that juveniles who were 
actively involved in crime as children were more likely to be adult criminals 
whereas non-delinquents generally remained non-criminal in adulthood.103

 When Marvin Wolfgang and his colleagues tracked 974 persons from their 
Philadelphia cohort through adulthood to age 30, they discovered that over 50 
percent of chronic offenders were arrested at least four times between ages 18 
and 30. In comparison, only 18 percent of persons with no juvenile arrests were 
ever arrested as adults.104 The continuation of antisocial behavior across stages 
of the life span is known as continuity of crime.105 

Cambridge Study on Delinquent Development The most important Euro-
pean contribution to the study of delinquent careers is the Cambridge Study in 
Delinquent Development, a prospective longitudinal panel study of 411 males 
born in London in 1952–1953. Originally conceptualized by Donald West in 
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1961, the study continues presently under the guidance of David Farrington. 
Now more than 50 years old, the study subjects have been interviewed nine 
times between the ages of 8 and 46 with their parents participating in eight in-
terviews. The Cambridge study uses convictions rather than police contacts or 
arrests as its unit of analysis; nevertheless, their results about serious, violent, 
and chronic offenders are familiar. For example, 37 percent of the sample had 
been convicted of some criminal offense, most commonly theft or burglary. Six 
percent of the sample, or 25 youths, were chronic offenders who accounted for 
47 percent of all acts of criminal violence in the sample including about 60 per-
cent of the armed robberies.106 
 Due to the richness of the Cambridge panel data, Farrington has published 
widely on a variety of topics pertaining to chronic offenders, the criminal be-
havior of their siblings and parents, and the processes by which criminal be-
havior is transmitted from one generation to the next. For example, youth-
ful chronic offenders possessed a number of risk factors that forecast a life in 
crime. These included having a parent who had been incarcerated and having 
delinquent siblings. Young chronic offenders also tended to be daring, prone to 
trouble, impulsive, and defi ant; to have low intelligence and low school attain-
ment; and to have been raised in poverty. The most antisocial boys in childhood 
were similarly the most antisocial adolescents and adults. Crime also tended to 
“run in families” as chronic offenders often had children whose life trajectories 
also refl ected a syndrome of antisocial behavior.107 These fi ndings not only lend 
support to the Gluecks’ idea that the “past is prologue” but also show the dan-
gers of not intervening in the lives of serious delinquents—life-course persistent 
criminality and lives of despair are the usual outcome.108 

National Youth Survey The National Youth Survey (NYS) was initiated in 
1976 by Delbert Elliott and his collaborators. It is a prospective longitudinal 
study of the delinquency and drug use patterns of American youth. The sample 
contains 1,725 persons from seven birth cohorts between 1959 and 1965 and 
multiple waves of data have been collected since the study’s inception. The NYS 
has yielded plentiful information about the prevalence, incidence, correlates, 
and processes related to delinquency and other forms of antisocial behavior. 
 Chronic offender information based on NYS data were generally similar to 
information derived from studies employing offi cial records. For most persons, 
involvement in crime generally and violence specifi cally were short-lived and 
limited in scope. Individual offending rates varied greatly. Delinquents tended 
to dabble in a mixed pattern of offenses, not focusing on one particular type 
of crime. A small proportion of the sample was habitual in its delinquency. For 
example, approximately 7 percent of youths in the survey were serious career 
offenders, defi ned as persons who committed at least three Crime Index offenses 
annually. These youth accounted for the vast majority of antisocial and violent 
behaviors in the sample and often committed many times the number of as-
saults, robberies, and sexual assaults than non–career offenders. However, only 
2 percent of those identifi ed as self-reported career criminals were identifi ed as 
such using offi cial records. This suggests that serious and violent chronic offend-
ers commit signifi cantly more crime than their offi cial records would indicate. 
Additionally, information from offender self-reports suggests that the number 
of career offenders might be larger than previously thought. For example, later 
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research using additional waves of data found that 36 percent of African Ameri-
can males and 25 percent of white males aged 17 reported some involvement in 
serious violent offending.109 

Program of Research on the Causes and Correlates of Delinquency In 
1986 the Offi ce of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention created the Pro-
gram of Research on the Causes and Correlates of Delinquency. The result was 
three prospective longitudinally designed studies: the Denver Youth Survey, 
Pittsburgh Youth Study, and Rochester Youth Development Study. The Denver 
Youth Survey is a probability sample of 1,527 youth living in high-risk neigh-
borhoods in Denver. Survey respondents, which included fi ve age groups (7, 9, 
11, 13, and 15 year olds), and their parents were interviewed between 1988 
and 1992. By its design, the study would obtain longitudinal data covering the 
7- to 26-year-old age span to examine the effects of childhood experiences and 
neighborhood disadvantage on problem behaviors. The Pittsburgh Youth Study 
contains 1,517 boys in grades 1, 4, and 7 in public schools in Pittsburgh during 
the 1987–1988 school year. Data on delinquency, substance abuse, and men-
tal health diffi culties were obtained every six months for 3 years via interviews 
with the subjects and their parents and teachers. The Rochester Youth Develop-
ment Study contains 1,000 youths (75 percent male, 25 percent female) sampled 
disproportionately from high-crime neighborhoods. Interviews with multiple 
sources are ongoing to gather data on criminal offending and related behav-
iors. Each study offered a “core measurement package” that provided offi cial 
and self-reports of delinquent behavior and drug use; neighborhood characteris-
tics; demographic characteristics; parental attitudes and child-rearing practices; 
and attitudinal measures of school performance, peer and social networks, and 
views about committing crime.110 
 The Denver, Pittsburgh, and Rochester studies provided a substantive 
glimpse into some of the nation’s most crime-beleaguered communities and the 
youth who faced the multiple risk factors that exist there. Not surprisingly, they 
produced nearly identical fi ndings about the disproportionate violent behavior 
of chronic offenders. Between 14 and 17 percent of the youth were habitual 
offenders who accounted for 75 to 82 percent of the incidence of criminal vio-
lence. Just as Delbert Elliott and his colleagues found with respondents from the 
NYS, researchers found that about 20 to 25 percent of adolescents in Denver, 
Pittsburgh, and Rochester tended to be “multiple problem youth” who experi-
enced an assortment of antisocial risk factors, such as mental health problems, 
alcoholism and substance abuse histories, and sustained criminal involvement. 
 A small minority of youths were the most frequent, severe, aggressive, and 
temporally stable delinquent offenders. These youths, all of them males, were 
reared in broken homes by parents who themselves had numerous mental health 
and parenting problems. These boys were also noticeable by their impulsivity, 
emotional and moral insouciance, and total lack of guilt with which they com-
mitted crime, indeed as children they showed many of the characteristics of 
psychopathy.111 

Other Studies of Serious, Violent, and Chronic Juvenile Offenders Fi-
nally, three other important studies of delinquent careers and serious, violent, 
and chronic juvenile offenders are the Dangerous Offender Project, The Cam-
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bridge–Somerville Youth Study, and the Racine, Wisconsin, birth cohorts. Un-
der the guidance of Donna Hamparian, Simon Dinitz, John Conrad, and their 
colleagues, the Dangerous Offender Project examined the delinquent careers 
of 1,238 adjudicated youth born in Columbus, Ohio, between 1956 and 1960. 
Overall, these youth committed a total of 4,499 offenses, 1,504 crimes of vio-
lence, and 904 violent Crime Index crimes. Even among violent juvenile offend-
ers, a small minority whom they dubbed the “violent few” accounted for the ma-
jority of crimes. For instance, 84 percent of the youths were only arrested once 
for a violent crime as adolescents and 13 percent were arrested twice. The re-
maining 3 percent—the violent few—accumulated signifi cantly more police con-
tacts for violent crimes. In fact, they were arrested between 3 and 23 times.112  
 Joan McCord and William McCord used data from the Cambridge–Somer-
ville Youth Study to study the long-term effects of early childhood experiences 
on later criminality. The study contained 506 impoverished males born from 
1925 to 1934. The boys had been treated for a variety of behavioral problems 
and were tracked via offi cial records until 1978. By age 50, approximately 30 
percent had been arrested particularly those who were reared in broken homes 
characterized by parental confl ict, parental criminality, and low levels of paren-
tal affection toward and supervision of the children. Like the Gluecks’ research, 
the McCords’ research illustrated the antecedent role of family strife and abuse 
in the development of habitual antisocial behavior.113 
 Lyle Shannon selected 1942, 1949, and 1955 birth cohorts from Racine, 
Wisconsin, that yielded 1,352, 2,099, and 2,676 respondents, respectively, to 
examine delinquent criminal careers over time. Shannon followed the birth co-
horts well into adulthood to further explore continuity in criminal behavior. 
This included follow-up of the 1942 cohort to age 30, the 1949 cohort to age 25, 
and the 1955 cohort to age 22. Like prior studies, Shannon found that a small 
cohort of chronic offenders committed the preponderance of offenses.114 

Comprehensive Strategy for Serious, Violent, 
and Chronic Juvenile Offenders

Are serious, violent, and chronic juvenile offenders doomed to a life of crime? 
Without any intervention, the answer is probably. Thankfully, the juvenile justice 
system has made the most severe offenders its top priority. In 1993 the federal 
Offi ce of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention developed the Comprehen-
sive Strategy for Serious, Violent, and Chronic Juvenile Offenders on the belief 
that a balanced approach of prevention, rehabilitation, and control could help 
the worst delinquents. The Comprehensive Strategy is based on fi ve principles.

1.  Strengthen the family in its primary responsibility to instill moral values 
and provide guidance and support to children.

2.  Support core social institutions, such as schools and religious institutions, 
and community organizations in their roles of developing capable, mature, 
and responsible youth.

3.  Promote delinquency prevention as the most cost-effective approach to re-
ducing juvenile delinquency. 
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4.  Intervene immediately and effectively when delinquent behavior occurs to 
successfully prevent delinquent offenders from becoming chronic offenders 
and perhaps progressively commit more serious and violent offenses. 

5.  Identify and control the small group of serious, violent, and chronic juvenile 
offenders who have committed felony offenses or have failed to respond to 
intervention and nonsecure, community-based treatment and rehabilitation 
services.

 To accomplish these goals, the Comprehensive Strategy contains six levels of 
interventions and sanctions. From the least to most restrictive, these are:

1. Prevention of delinquency by reducing risk and enhancing protection.

2.  Early intervention with predelinquent and child delinquents and their 
families. 

3.  Immediate intervention for fi rst-time delinquents and nonserious repeat 
offenders. 

4.  Intermediate sanctions for fi rst-time offenders or violent offenders, includ-
ing intensive supervision for serious, violent, and chronic offenders. 

5. Secure corrections for the most severe offenders. 

6. Aftercare.115 

With the Comprehensive Strategy, great strides have been made in preventing, 
treating, and punishing the most at-risk juvenile offenders. Serious, violent, and 
chronic juvenile offenders and the many outstanding prevention programs that 
have proven effective at reducing the continuity of delinquent careers are ex-
plored in great detail.

No one can say exactly how much delinquency is committed or how many chil-
dren commit it. This is because most crime never comes to the attention of po-
lice. It is hidden from them. Criminologists therefore are forced to estimate the 
nature and extent of delinquency by using a variety of measures such as the 
Uniform Crime Reports, National Crime Victimization Survey, and self-report 
studies, such as the National Youth Survey. 

Some groups of children are arrested more often than others. However, 
nearly all children commit fewer crimes as they grow older. This does not mean 
all of juvenile offenders completely stop committing crime. Some children be-
come chronic offenders. Chronic offenders typically have been found to have 
low intelligence, suffer from hyperactivity disorder, live in poverty, be reared by 
single parents, and be poorly supervised.

The next two chapters will explore in greater detail the extent and nature 
of youth violence and drug use particularly as they are related to the most se-
vere types of delinquent offenders. While these two areas of delinquency do not 
comprise the majority of delinquencies committed by youth, they are the two 
that generate the greatest concern for the public and for policy makers. Juveniles 
are arrested nearly six times more often for serious property offenses than for 
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serious violent offenses and nearly twice as often for larceny-thefts as for drug 
abuse violations, but these two groups of offenses are the ones that make the 
news, instill fear and frustration in citizens, and drive legislative reform.

Adolescence-limited offenders Juveniles whose lawbreaking behavior is restricted to their 

teenage years. 

Age–crime curve The empirical trend that crime rates increase during preadolescence, 

peak in late adolescence, and steadily decline thereafter.

Aging-out phenomenon The gradual decline of participation in crime after the teenage 

years. 

Chronic offenders Youths who continue to engage in lawbreaking behavior as adults. They 

are responsible for the most serious forms of delinquency and violent crime. 

Concentrated disadvantage Economically impoverished, racially segregated neighbor-

hoods with high crime rates.

Continuity of crime The idea that chronic offenders are unlikely to age-out of crime and 

more likely to continue their law-violating behavior into their adult lives. 

Crime Index A statistical indicator consisting of eight offenses used to gauge the amount 

of crime reported to the police. It was discontinued in 2004. 

Crimes of interest The crimes that are the focus of the National Crime Victimization 

Survey. 

Dark fi gure of crime The gap between the actual amount of crime committed and crime 

reported to the police. 

Ecological fallacy The mistake of assuming relationships found at the neighborhood level 

mean those factors are related at the individual level. 

Hierarchy rule In the Uniform Crime Reports, the police record only the most serious crime 

incident. 

Incidence The number of delinquent acts committed. 

National Crime Victimization Survey An annual nationwide survey of criminal victimization 

conducted by the Bureau of Justice Statistics. 

National Opinion Research Center Conducted the fi rst nationwide victimization survey. 

National Youth Survey The nationwide self-report survey of approximately 1,700 people 

who were between the ages of 11 and 17 in 1976. 

Part I crimes The eight offenses that form the Crime Index and are used to gauge the 

amount of crime reported to police; also referred to as Index crimes.

Part II crimes These are the 21 less serious offenses included in the Uniform Crime 

Reports.

Prevalence The percentage of juveniles committing delinquency. 

Racial profi ling A practice where police use race as an explicit factor in “profi les” for guid-

ing their decision making. 

Self-report studies Unoffi cial measures of crime in which juveniles are asked about their 

lawbreaking behavior. 

Status offenses A behavior that is unlawful only for children. 
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Uniform Crime Reports The annual publication from the Federal Bureau of Investigation 

presenting data on crimes reported to the police, number of arrests, and number of 

persons arrested. 

Victimization survey A method of producing crime data in which people are asked about 

their experiences as crime victims. 
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A
t the beginning of the 21st century, the United States was enjoying 
unprecedented lows in criminal violence, especially among youths. In 
2003, for the ninth consecutive year, the rate of juvenile arrests for 
murder, forcible rape, robbery, and aggravated assault declined. The 
decline represented a 48 percent drop from the peak youth violence 
levels of 1994, and violent youth crime was at its lowest level since 

1980. Based on NCVS data, violent youth crime was at its lowest level since 1973. 
According to data at the time, juvenile offenders were responsible for 12 percent 
of all violent crimes, including 5 percent of murders, 12 percent of forcible rapes 
and aggravated assaults, and 14 percent of robberies.1 It was a golden age in terms 
of youth violence. 
 Unfortunately, the most recent news is not as positive. Starting in 2003, 
violent youth crime in the nation’s major cities has increased. Beginning in 
2004 and continuing to today, the overall violent crime rate increased for the 
fi rst time in years. The number of juveniles arrested for murder increased more 
than 20 percent from 2003 to 2004 and again from 2004 to 2005.2 Similarly 
distressing news came from across the nation. In Minneapolis, police estimate 
that juveniles account for 63 percent of suspects in serious felony crimes. In 
Boston the juvenile robbery arrest rate increased 54 percent, and the juvenile 
weapons arrest rate increased 102 percent in 2005. Similar increases in violent 
youth crime appear in Houston, Milwaukee, New Orleans, Washington, DC, 
and many other cities. Criminal justice practitioners attribute the increases to 
gangs that are arming and recruiting younger kids into their ranks.3 For example, 
homicides increased 5 percent in 2005 with much of the killing attributed to 
gang activity in Milwaukee, Oklahoma City, Omaha, and St. Louis.4 In 2004 
and 2005 Indianapolis, Louisville, Memphis, and Phoenix violent crime rates 
increased from 13 to 25 percent, mostly because of juvenile offenders.5 The 
recent upsurge is not limited to American delinquency. In Thessaloniki, Greece, 
fi ve schoolchildren between the ages of 12 and 13 were recently charged with 
murdering an 11-year-old boy and desecrating the corpse.6 
 In March 2007 the Police Executive Research Forum (PERF) gathered 
crime data for 2006 from 56 policing agencies across the United States. Their 
assessment about the most recent crime trends is troubling:  

Overall, the 24-month trend, starting on January 1, 2005, is unmistakable: 
Among the jurisdictions fi ling reports with PERF, total homicides in 2006 were 
more than 10 percent higher than they were in 2004. Robberies increased over 
12 percent; aggravated assaults increased by 3 percent; and aggravated assaults 
with a fi rearm increased nearly 10 percent. Law enforcement offi cials offered 
several explanations for the upsurge in violent crime, but among the most com-
monly cited reason was that young people with access to fi rearms and a will-
ingness and at times to settle disputes violently. The violence was dispropor-
tionately committed by young males who dropped out of high school, were 
involved in the drug trade and generalized criminal activity, and who viewed 
even the most trivial affronts as reason enough to infl ict violence.7 

Even though general trends show declines in delinquency compared to its peak in 
the early 1990s, citizens, politicians, and the media continue to express concern 
about youth violence. Although neighborhoods and schools are much safer 
than in recent decades, public perceptions have changed little. People continue 
to believe juvenile violence is a serious threat and that it should be dealt with 
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severely. This chapter will explore the problems of youth violence today, general 
trends and how they have changed over the past years, the specifi c problems 
posed by the most severe delinquents (those who have psychopathic traits), 
what is being done to provide treatment for serious delinquent offenders, and 
programs and policies that reduce adolescent violence in the future.

THE NATURE AND EXTENT OF YOUTH VIOLENCE

Based on the most recent available data collected by the Federal Bureau of Inves-
tigation, approximately 60,000 juveniles were arrested for serious violent crimes 
in 2005. About 36,995 youths were arrested for aggravated assault, 15,713 
youths were arrested for robbery, 2,434 youths were arrested for forcible rape, 
and 711 youths were arrested for murder.8 Juveniles are both perpetrators of 
violence and victims of violence, and their violence occurs at home, at school, 
and on the streets. Children are frequently victims of violence in the home, with 
more than 300,000 reported cases of child abuse validated each year and about 
1,500 fatalities resulting from abuse (see Chapter 10). Although children are 
more likely to be victimized in the home, they sometimes engage in violence to-
ward other family members often as a response to their own maltreatment. 
 Since 1992 more than 200 children have been killed at school, most by other 
students (see Chapter 11). Many students bring weapons to school, even more 
carry weapons while not at school. Most violence by juveniles occurs during the 
hours shortly after school. While the number of violent crimes by adults increases 
from 6 a.m. through the afternoon and evening hours, peaks at 11 p.m., and then 
drops hourly to a low point at 6 a.m., juvenile violence peaks in the afternoon 
between 3 p.m. and 4 p.m., the hour at the end of the school day. More than one 
in seven sexual assaults by juveniles occurs in the four hours between 3 p.m. and 
7 p.m. on school days. And unlike other violent crimes, sexual assaults by juve-
niles on non-school days are most likely to occur between noon and 1 p.m.9

Patterns of Youth Violence

As shown in Figure 3-1, the arrest rate per 100,000 juveniles between the ages 
of 10 and 17 for the most violent offenses has declined sharply in recent years 
before the upsurge since 2003. From 2003 to 2004, the number of juveniles 
arrested for murder and nonnegligent homicide increased 21.6 percent. From 
2004 to 2005 the juvenile murders increased another 20 percent, and robber-
ies increased more than 11 percent. In the fi rst six months of 2006, the overall 
violent crime rate jumped another 4 percent. The bulk of these increases were 
attributed to gang homicides among adolescents (see Chapter 12).10 In spite of 
these recent surges in violence among adolescents, overall violent and property 
crime rates among juveniles are still at their lowest point in decades. For violent 
crimes, for instance, youth arrest rates in the early 21st century are comparable 
to those in 1981. According to the property Crime Index, current rates are at 
their lowest levels in decades, about 1,500 arrests per 100,000 juveniles. 
 Figures 3-2 and 3-3 illustrate the patterns of delinquency by gender and 
race from 1981 to 2004. Gender rates are shown for aggravated assault, sim-
ple assault, weapons offenses, and drug abuse violations. Although males have 
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signifi cantly higher arrest rates than females for all offenses, the relative “gender 
gap” for these offenses has decreased. There are also signifi cant but changing 
offending differences in serious delinquency between African Americans and 
whites. For murder, robbery, aggravated assault, and serious property crimes, 
the “racial gap” in juvenile arrests has drastically narrowed, as African Ameri-
can youths have experienced sharply declining crime rates. 
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figure 3-1 Violent and Proper ty Juvenile Arrest Rates, 1981–2004

Source: Howard Snyder, Juvenile Arrests, 2004 (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice, Offi ce of Juvenile 

Justice and Delinquency Prevention, 2006).
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figure 3-2 Serious Juvenile Arrest Rates by Gender, 1981–2004
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figure 3-3 Serious Juvenile Arrest Rates by Race, 1981–2004

Source: Howard Snyder, Juvenile Arrests, 2004 (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice, Offi ce of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, 
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 African Americans comprise about 16 percent of all juveniles in the United 
States, yet they disproportionately contribute to violent crime arrests. As de-
scribed earlier, however, the race-specifi c arrest rates for violent offenses have 
declined more dramatically for African American youths since 1993 than they 
did for white youth. Other forms of youth violence, including forcible rape, rob-
bery, aggravated assault, weapons violations, and other assaults (fi ghting), also 
declined after the mid-1990s, with most offense categories showing double-digit 
changes. Terance Miethe and Wendy Regoeczi believe that there has been no sig-
nifi cant increase of homicides by girls during the 1990s and that there was no 
increase in interracial homicides involving youth during that period. Moreover, 
they suggest that if there was any noticeable change in youth homicides, it was 
that they were becoming increasingly “characterized by young, African Ameri-
can male offenders, instrumental motives, multiple offenders, guns, and strang-
ers.”11 In other words, while there are fl uctuations in gender by gender and race, 
serious juvenile violence is still disproportionately committed by young minority 
males.12 (For a discussion of youth violence in European countries, see Box 3-1.)
 Although it does not get the same attention as delinquency, suicide is an-
other important form of violence affecting the lives of children and adolescents. 
Nearly one in fi ve high school age youth made a plan to attempt suicide during 
the year, and about half actually attempted suicide. Many risk factors that con-
tribute to violent delinquency, such as family trouble, delinquent peers, and bul-
lying, also contribute to suicide among adolescents. For instance, Ann Burgess 
and her colleagues suggest that chronic bullying in schools produces students 
who are susceptible to committing suicide, school shootings, or both.13 From 
1999 to 2004, 11,176 juveniles committed suicide in the United States. Suicide 
is the third leading cause of death of adolescents after accidents and homicide. 
While females are more likely to attempt suicide, males are four times more 
likely to die from suicide.14 Suicidal thoughts, suicide attempts, and depression 
can also be part of a larger set of problem behaviors that serious adolescent 
offenders wrestle with. Alex Piquero and his colleagues recently found that life-
course persistent offenders have more mental health problems and more adverse 
health outcomes than adolescence-limited delinquents.15  

Explanations for the Decline in Youth Violence 

In 1997, in the third edition of this textbook, we wrote that “if there is no sig-
nifi cant change in the tendency of youths to become involved in violence, juvenile 
violent-crime arrests will double in just 18 years.”16 We were looking at the most 
current data available at the time, but such data are always out of date by the time 
a book is published. Thus, in 1997 the most current arrest statistics were from 
1994. The one-year decline between 1993 and 1994 did not appear to be much 
more than an anomaly especially after so many years of increasing youth vio-
lence. Howard Snyder and Melissa Sickmund had recently calculated estimates 
of juvenile violent crime for the year 2010 based on juvenile arrests for 1992 and 
available projections of population growth. They stated: “If current trends con-
tinue, by 2010 the number of juvenile arrests for murder is expected to increase 
by 145 percent over the 1992 level.”17 They also projected increases of 129 per-
cent for aggravated assault and 66 percent for rape. Louis Freeh, Director of the 
FBI, stated that “the ominous increase in juvenile crime, coupled with population 
trends, portends future crime and violence at nearly unprecedented levels.”18 But 
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T
he United States is not the only country 
that struggles with juvenile violence. Re-
search on recent trends in juvenile crime 

and violence in European Union countries 
suggests that the rate of juvenile violence 
rose sharply in the latter part of the 20th cen-
tury just as it did in the United States. Since 
the early to mid-1980s, an increase in youth 
violence occurred in Austria, Denmark, En-
gland and Wales, France, Germany, Holland, 
Italy, Poland, Sweden, and Switzerland. Rates 
of youth violence increased in most of these 
countries even though overall youth crime 
rates appeared to be stable and even though 
crime rates were not increasing among older 
people. In some countries, the offi cial fi gures 
increased between 50 and 250 percent. In 
England and Wales in 1986, for example, 
approximately 360 of every 100,000 youths 
ages 14 to 16 were “convicted or cautioned 
by the police” for violent crimes; in 1994 that 
fi gure had climbed to approximately 580 per 
100,000. Increases in youth violence in Ger-
many were even higher. In 1984 the number 
of 14- to 18-year-olds suspected of violent 
crime in the former West Germany was ap-
proximately 300 per 100,000; by 1995 that 
fi gure had more than doubled to about 760 
per 100,000. Rates in the former East Ger-
many were between 60 and 80 percent higher. 
Even Sweden, a country that forbids parental 
use of physical force against their children 
and prohibits professional boxing, reports 
dramatic increases in the number of juveniles 
sentenced for assault since the mid-1980s. 

According to offi cial records, victim sur-
veys, and self-report studies, the victims of 
violent crimes committed by juveniles were 
other juveniles. In the Netherlands young 
people ages 15 to 17 were four times more 
likely than adults to be the victims of assault. 
Juveniles in Germany were also more likely to 
be the victims of violent crime than members 
of other age groups. In every country, young 
males were far more likely than young females 
to be violent crime victims. 

Explanations for the growth in European ju-
venile violent crime rates parallel those used 
to explain youth violence in the United States: 
unemployment, alcohol, drugs, availability of 
guns, and domestic abuse. In some coun-
tries—France and Germany, for example—the 
problem of unemployment was exacerbated 
in the early 1990s by an infl ux of immigrants 
from countries that had been under commu-
nist rule. Immigrants who could not overcome 
language and culture barriers in order to fi nd 
employment were more likely to engage in vio-
lent crimes than those who found jobs and 
became integrated into society.

German offi cials noted an increase in the 
use of alcohol and other drugs in the last de-
cade, and fi rearms had become somewhat 
more available after the fall of the Berlin Wall 
than they had been in the past. Even though 
many of the German males arrested for violent 
crimes came from low-income households, 
the most common thread in their life histories 
is that they came from families where vio-
lence was common: they were beaten, their 
siblings were beaten, or one of their parents 
was beaten. 

Ultimately, a main cause appears to be 
that life in many European countries is shift-
ing toward a winner–loser culture in which 
many disadvantaged youth appear fated to 
be losers. Countries vary considerably in the 
mix of law enforcement and prevention ef-
forts undertaken to deal with increased youth 
violence.

Sources: Mangai Natarajan, Introduction to International Crimi-

nal Justice (New York: McGraw-Hill, 2005); Christian Pfeiffer, 

“Juvenile Crime and Violence in Europe,” pages 255–328 in 

Michael Tonry (ed.), Crime and Justice: A Review of Research, 

volume 23 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1998); 

Hanns Von Hofer, “Criminal Violence and Youth in Sweden: 

A Long-term Perspective,” Journal of Scandinavian Studies 

in Criminology and Crime Prevention 1:56–72 (2000); Rose-

mary Barberet, Benjamin Bowling, Josine Junger-Tas, Cristina 

Rechea-Alberola, John van Kesteren, and Andrew Zurawan, 

Self-Reported Juvenile Delinquency in England and Wales, the 

Netherlands, and Spain (Monsey, NY: Criminal Justice Press, 

2004).

Youth Violence in European Countries
D E L I N Q U E N C Y  A R O U N D  T H E  G L O B Eb o x  3 - 1
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these estimates and predictions were all wrong. Why were we and so many other 
criminologists wrong about the direction of violent youth crime, and why did ju-
venile violence and crime in general decline so much and so quickly?
 Frank Zimring recently said, “Criminologists are like weathermen without 
a satellite. We can only tell you about yesterday’s crime rates.”19 However, there 
is also a good deal of disagreement among criminologists as they offer interpre-
tations and explanations of the last decade’s violent youth crime rates. There are 
a variety of explanations for why youth violence ended up declining rather than 
increasing. In Chapter 2, six reasons for the general decline in juvenile arrests 
were discussed including an improving economy, increased use of incarceration, 
more and better policing, changes in the age distribution of the population, the 
decline in the crack market, and legalized abortion.  But are explanations for 
why youth committed fewer thefts, used certain drugs less frequently, burglar-
ized fewer homes, and stole fewer automobiles adequate for explaining the drop 
in homicides, forcible rapes, aggravated assaults, and weapons violations?
 Marc Ouimet examined the drop in crime in the United States and Canada 
to explore what caused the drastic declines in crime. Whereas American crimi-
nal justice policy included greater numbers of police, more aggressive and spe-
cialized policing tactics, and increased use of prison, Canada’s criminal justice 
policy did not. Yet, both nations enjoyed similar reductions in crime. Ouimet 
believes that the causes of the crime decline in both countries lay in demographic 
shifts, improved work opportunities, and changes in cultural values.20 
 According to John Conklin, “Whatever caused crime rates to fall in the 
1990s saved tens of thousands of lives and millions of dollars worth of property.” 
Because nearly all categories of crime dropped after the early 1990s, Conklin 
argues that no single factor led to the decline. He suggests that increases in the 
number of police offi cers on the streets or police patrol practices, decreased use 
of crack but greater use of marijuana, more rigorous and more enforced gun 
laws, lower divorce rates, and even the shrinkage in the relative size of the ado-
lescent population cannot explain the decline in violent crime and nonviolent 
crime during this period. Rather some common forces were at work, pushing all 
the rates down. 
 Conklin argues that the force common to the large declines in both violent 
and nonviolent youth crime was essentially the harsher sentencing laws passed in 
the late 1980s and early 1990s, the “get-tough” attitude of the courts, the waiver 
of serious violent juveniles to adult criminal court, and the burgeoning correc-
tional population. According to Conklin, “At least 10,800 murders, 2,176,000 
robberies, 738,000 burglaries, and 748,000 motor vehicle thefts were prevented 
over the course of the decade by the incarceration of additional offenders. . . . 
The increase in the incarceration rate can account for the decreases in all four 
crime indicators.”21 
 On the other hand, Alfred Blumstein and Joel Wallman believe that the de-
cline in youth violence largely resulted from the decline in demand for crack, 
which reduced the need for street markets to recruit large numbers of young 
drug sellers, and that this was accompanied by a reduced need for street sellers 
to be armed (see Chapter 4).22 In addition, Blumstein says that police were more 
effective in enforcing gun laws and disrupting gun markets (discussed later in 
this chapter) and that the economy improved so young people were able to get 
legitimate jobs.23 Others contend that the focus on crack markets and lethal 
violence among minority youths is inaccurate. Callie Rennison and Mike Planty 
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used NCVS data for the crimes of rape, sexual assault, robbery, and aggravated 
assault between 1994 and 2001—the era of the greatest declines. In contrast to 
previous fi ndings, Rennison and Planty found that for nonfatal crimes, reduc-
tions among African American and urban males were modest. However, among 
white, nonurban males, the reductions were great. In other words, contrary to 
many media accounts that focus on delinquency among inner-city, minority 
youths, it was actually the case that rural and suburban white youths “cleaning 
up their act” contributed most impressively to declines in serious youth violence 
(excluding homicide).24

 Finally, Frank Zimring says that upward and downward trends in youth 
violence tend to be cyclical in unpredictable ways because there are “no unitary 
trends in the recent history of youth arrests for violent crime.”25 Juvenile arrest 
rates for homicide, robbery, rape, and assault are rather cyclical and the cycles 
for the four offense categories are different. For example, he notes that while 
gun assaults increased after 1983, nongun aggravated assault cases increased 
even faster, and that although gun homicides increased, killings with knives re-
mained rather stable. 

Characteristics of Violent Juvenile Offenders

Today, as in past years, the overwhelming majority (82 percent) of youths ar-
rested for violent crimes are males, although girls accounted for about 24 per-
cent of those arrested for aggravated assault, 11 percent for murder, and 10 per-
cent for robbery (see Table 3-1). Girls who murder are more likely to use knives 
than are boys, who tend to use guns. They are also more likely to murder family 
members and very young victims. For example, 24 percent of girls’ murder vic-
tims were under age 3, compared to only 1 percent of boys’ murder victims.26 
 Yet girls do appear to be more violent than in the past. Between 1992 and 
1996 female juveniles arrested for violent crimes increased by about 25 percent, 
and since the mid-1990s the decline in female violence has been much smaller 
than the decline in male violence. Girls involved in violence are also increasingly 
likely to make the national news. For example, a group of high school girls were 
videotaped beating other girls during a hazing incident in a Chicago suburb. 
And 12-year-old Nicole Townes was in a coma for three weeks after being pum-
meled and stomped by a group of girls between the ages 13 to 15 at a birthday 

table 3-1  Juveniles Arrested for Violent Crimes, by Sex and Race/Ethnicity, 

2005

 SEX RACE/ETHNICITY

OFFENSE MALE FEMALE WHITE BLACK OTHER

Murder 89.1% 10.9% 43.0% 54.0% 3.0%

Forcible rape 98.5 1.5 64.3 34.0 1.7

Robbery 90.5 9.5 30.7 67.5 1.8

Aggravated assault 76.4 23.6 55.6 42.2 2.2

Total violent crime 81.5 18.5 48.2 49.8 2.0

Source: Federal Bureau of Investigation, Crime in the United States 2005 (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of 

Justice, 2006).
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party in Baltimore. According to Wiley Hall, “Around the country, school po-
lice and teachers are seeing a growing tendency for girls to settle disputes with 
their fi sts. They are fi nding themselves breaking up playground fi ghts in which 
girls are going at each other toe-to-toe, like boys.”27 
 White youths accounted for over half, or about 48 percent, of all youths 
arrested for violent Crime Index offenses (see Table 3-1). White youths were 
roughly 64 percent of juveniles arrested for forcible rape and 56 percent for ag-
gravated assault, but only 43 percent of the arrests for murder and 41 percent 
for robbery. African American youths are most overrepresented in arrests for 
robbery and murder, and this pattern has been generally consistent over the past 
several decades.28 
 While some criminologists suggest arrest data may refl ect police bias in ar-
rest decisions, the use of broader measures of delinquency, such as self-report 
data from the National Youth Survey, provide additional support for fi ndings 
of disproportionate minority involvement in violent crime (see Chapter 2 and 
Chapter 13). Delbert Elliott reports that at the peak age of offending (17 years), 
36 percent of African American males and 25 percent of white males reported 
that they had committed one or more serious violent crimes and that nearly 
twice as many African Americans as whites continued violent offending into 
adulthood.29 
 Arrest disparities may not refl ect differences in the characteristics of inci-
dents involving white and nonwhite offenders. Using the more complete informa-
tion provided in the newer National Incident-Based Reporting System (NIBRS) 
(discussed in Chapter 2), Carl Pope and Howard Snyder found that compared 
with nonwhite juvenile offenders, white juvenile offenders were

• Less likely to have multiple victims.

• More likely to act alone.

• More likely to commit crimes indoors.

• Less likely to possess a nonpersonal weapon, such as a fi rearm, knife, or 
club.

• Less likely to offend against adults.

• Equally likely to offend against females.

• Less likely to offend against members of another race.

• Equally likely to injure victims.

• More likely to commit crimes against family members and equally likely to 
commit crimes against acquaintances.30 

Pope and Snyder suggest that these incident characteristics, rather than race, are 
more likely to impact arrests. They state that:

Overall, the NIBRS data offer no evidence to support the hypothesis that po-
lice are more likely to arrest nonwhite juvenile offenders than white juvenile of-
fenders, once other incident attributes are taken into consideration. This holds 
true when the data are analyzed in the aggregate (i.e., for all states and crimes 
combined), at the state level, and within each crime category. In fact, there is 
some evidence to support the conclusion that once a violent crime is reported 
to or witnessed by police, the likelihood of arrest is greater for white juvenile 
offenders than for nonwhite juvenile offenders.31 
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Explanations for youth violence abound, and specifi c explanations for why males 
are more violent than females, why minority youth may (or may not) be more 
likely to engage in violence, why older juveniles are more violent than younger 
juveniles, why juveniles tend to age out of violent and nonviolent crime, and why 
youth violence tends to be disproportionately found in urban areas, especially 
lower-income neighborhoods, range from consideration of biological, psycho-
logical, and developmental factors; social disorganization and social strain; pat-
terns of socialization and peer association; and economic and power differences. 
These various explanations for juvenile delinquency and youth crime are exam-
ined in depth in Chapters 5 through 9.

Violent Victimization of Youth

If the middle of the 1980s marked the beginning of an upsurge in juvenile ar-
rests for violent crime, it also marked the point at which violent juvenile victim-
izations began to increase dramatically. Between 1984 and 1993, the rate of ju-
venile homicide victimizations increased threefold. In 2004, for instance, a total 
of 1,365 juveniles were homicide victims—an average of a little under four per 
day. Of these victims, 504 were age 4 or younger and 176 were younger than 1 
year old.32 One 4-year-old murder victim is Emanuel Barima, who was stabbed 
in the neck by two brothers, one 9 years old, the other only 8. The two brothers 
had allegedly been teasing and bullying Emanuel’s 5-year-old sister, Abigail, for 
months before confronting Emanuel and Abigail outside their Bronx apartment. 
If convicted, both young murderers could face up to 18 months in a secure ju-
venile correctional facility.33 (See Box 3-2 for a discussion of the murder of very 
young children.)

African American 
males are over fi ve 

times more likely 
than white males to 

be homicide victims. 
This young boy 

was the victim of a 
drive-by shooting. 

What might be done 
to prevent senseless 

violence?
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 But like the juvenile homicide offending rate, the rate of homicide victim-
ization of juveniles has declined signifi cantly since the mid-1990s, dropping 50 
percent from an all-time high of 12.1 per 100,000 in 1993. Using data from the 
National Crime Victimization Survey, Katrina Baum reports on recent trends in 
criminal victimization among children and adolescents. Since 1993, juveniles be-
tween the ages of 12 and 17 have annual rates of nonfatal, violent victimization 

M
ore young children, those under age 6, 
die from homicide than from infectious 
diseases or cancer. Girls under age 6 

are much more likely than girls ages 12 to 17 
to be murdered, and white children under age 
6 were nearly as likely as their teenage coun-
terparts to be victims of homicide. Between 
2001 and 2003, 94 infants were murdered in 
the United States, and 19 infants were killed 
and classifi ed as negligent manslaughter. 
During the same time period, nearly 3,000 in-
fants were raped, sodomized, or assaulted in 
the United States.  

However, the actual homicide rate for very 
young children is likely to be much higher than 
offi cial statistics suggest because they are 
among the most diffi cult to document. The 
deaths of very young children often resemble 
deaths resulting from accidents and other 
causes. For example, a child who dies from 
sudden infant death syndrome (SIDS) is fairly 
indistinguishable from a child who has been 
smothered. A child who has been thrown or 
intentionally dropped is likely to have injuries 
quite similar to those of a child who died from 
an accidental fall.

Two characteristics distinguish homicides 
of very young children from other juvenile vic-
tims: Such homicides are committed primarily 
by family members and half by the common 
use of “personal weapons,” such as hands 
and feet, to batter, strangle, or suffocate vic-
tims. In addition, young boys are somewhat 
more likely than young girls to be victims of 
homicide (55 and 45 percent, respectively). 
Among very young children, those at highest 
risk of homicide are those under age one. 
Homicides of children in this group include 

a certain number appropriately classifi ed as 
infanticide (homicides in which recently born 
children are killed by relatives who do not want 
the child or who are suffering from a childbirth-
related psychiatric disturbance). The FBI does 
not provide data identifying infanticides as a 
distinct subgroup, although countries such as 
Britain and Canada have a special infanticide 
offense category in their national crime sta-
tistics. The number of infanticides rose from 
4.3 to 9.2 per 100,000 between 1970 and 
2000, but then declined in recent years. In-
fants are most likely to be murdered by their 
mothers during the fi rst week of life, but after 
that time, males, typically a stepfather or boy-
friend of the mother, are more likely. Half of 
all infanticides occur before the fourth month 
of life and the greatest risk of being murdered 
is on the day of birth.

FBI data do not identify victims murdered 
during the fi rst six days of life (victims of what 
is called neonaticide), annually there are about 
70 such victims. Two-thirds of these children 
were murdered by mothers, one-half of whom 
were under age 20. Fathers were responsible 
for only about 1 out of 10 of these murders. 
Sadly, prosecutors decline to pursue charges 
in 76 percent of cases involving these infant 
victims.

Sources: Federal Bureau of Investigation, Crime in the United 

States 2005 (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice, 

2006), p. 23; David Finkelhor and Richard Ormrod, Homi-

cides of Children and Youth (Washington, DC: Offi ce of Juve-

nile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, 2001); ChildTrends 

DataBank, Infant Homicide, online at http://www.childtrends

databank.org/pdf/72_PDF.pdf, accessed April 22, 2007; 

Federal Bureau of Investigation, Infant Victims: An Exploratory 

Study (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice, 2005), 

pp. 359–366.

The Murder of Young Children
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that are about 250 percent higher than the rates for adults. Although rates are 
higher among juveniles than adults, overall crime rates declined for all age groups 
for all types of crimes since 1993, and the greatest declines were among younger 
teens between the ages of 12 and 14. Younger teens are more likely to be victim-
ized by strangers, 80 percent are victimized by another adolescent, and they are 
slightly less likely to be victimized by a fi rearm. Older juveniles are slightly more 
likely to be victims of robbery, aggravated assault, and rape/sexual assault than 
are younger juveniles. Male juveniles are substantially more likely than females to 
be victims of violent crimes, with the exception of rape and sexual assault. 34 
 Serious injuries resulting from violent crimes also differ by gender. Girls 
were more likely than boys to have stab wounds, while boys were more likely 
than girls to have gunshot wounds. And girls were also more likely than boys to 
be injured at home rather than in a public place or at school.35 African Ameri-
can youths are victims of violence at rates higher than white youths. African 
American and white youth are generally likely to experience similar rates of 
violent victimization, although 12- to 15-year-old white youth are slightly more 
likely to be victims of aggravated assault, and African American youth are sig-
nifi cantly more likely to be victims of robbery. Interestingly, African American 
females are nearly twice as likely as white males to be victims of aggravated 
assault.36 
 Juveniles comprise about 12 percent of all crime victims reported to police, 
but 71 percent of all sex crime victims and 38 percent of all kidnapping victims. 

Simple assault is the most commonly reported crime against juveniles, compris-
ing 41 percent of all juvenile victimizations. Sexual assault accounts for almost 
one-third of preteen victimizations, more than twice the proportion for older 
juveniles.37 Victims of juvenile violence are frequently victimized by other juve-
niles as 38 percent were no more than one year older or one year younger than 
the offender. Over 90 percent of male victims of violent crime were victimized 
by males; 52 percent of female victims ages 12 to 17 were victims of female of-
fenders. Nearly all victims of juveniles knew the offender. In those incidents 
where the relationship was known, about two-thirds of the victims of juvenile 
violence were acquainted with the offender, 23 percent were family members, 
and only about 12 percent were strangers.38 
 In addition to the obvious negative impact of the victimization of children 
and adolescents, there is another problem: The cycle of violence that victimiza-
tion perpetuates. Murray Straus and Sarah Savage examined the link between 
childhood neglect and dating delinquency in a group of nearly 7,000 students 
sampled from 33 universities in 17 countries. They found that about half of 
university students reported some form of parental neglect sustained when they 
were children. Nearly 15 percent of students experienced a pervasive pattern of 
neglect. For both genders, neglect increased the likelihood of physically assault-
ing a dating partner.39 Using a large sample of Canadian youths, David Wolfe 
and his colleagues found that those who were maltreated as children were sig -
nifi cantly more likely to suffer from various psychiatric problems. Maltreated 
boys were 200 to 400 percent more likely to suffer from depression and post–
traumatic stress disorder and 200 to 340 percent more likely to threaten or 
abuse their dating partners.40 
 Overall, approximately 12 percent of high school students have experienced 
some form of dating violence and the prevalence estimates from various studies 
range between 9 and 57 percent.41 Fortunately, the United States appears to be 
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taking the victimization of children more seriously. In July 2006 Congress passed 
the Adam Walsh Child Protection and Safety Act that toughened a variety of laws 
that targeted offenders who victimize children. In addition, the Department of 
Justice created Project Safe Childhood, an initiative designed to protect children 
as they use the Internet.42 In addition to these federal developments, a number of 
prevention and treatment programs aimed at serious youth violence are described 
later in this chapter. 

The Role of Firearms in Youth Violence

The majority of juvenile homicide and suicide victims are killed with fi rearms. 
A frequently made claim by a segment of one side in the gun control debate is 
that “Guns don’t kill people, people kill people.” The implication is that guns 
do not act on their own, they are tools in the hands of people who choose to 
use them for carrying out violent acts. If people did not have access to guns, 
then they would fi nd other deadly weapons to use. Many advocates of strict gun 
control take a very different view. To them, guns are, in and of themselves, evil. 
Guns are deadly forces that are directly responsible for the deaths or maiming 
of tens of thousands of people every year. If it were not for the easy availability 
of guns, most perpetrators would either refrain from violence altogether or, at 
worst, select a less deadly weapon.43 There are more than 250 million guns in 
America today, and there is no question that juveniles have signifi cantly greater 
access to guns in the 21st century, that guns are available through often illegal 
means, and that the guns they have access to are much more deadly than in the 
past.44 While the number of arrests of juveniles for weapons violations increased 
by over 400 percent between 1960 and 1990, they decreased signifi cantly (drop-
ping nearly 50 percent) since 1993. In 2005 juveniles accounted for just over 20 
percent of all persons arrested for weapons violations. Of those juveniles ar-
rested and victimized, most were males, two-thirds were white, and just under 
a third were African American. Among all age and sex groups, males at age 
18 have the highest per capita arrest rates for weapons violations, followed by 
males at age 17.45

Carrying and Getting Guns According to the Indicators of School Crime and 
Safety National survey, schools are safer than they have been in decades. During 
the school year when the most recent data are available, 17 homicides and fi ve 
suicides of school children occurred on school property.46 A recent Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention national survey of middle/junior high and high 
school students reported that just over 5 percent of the students said they had 
carried a gun to school during the month prior to the survey. Nearly 8 percent 
said they had been threatened or injured with a weapon on school property once 
or more during the preceding year.47 In other words, few school children carry, 
possess, or use weapons. 
 Pamela Wilcox and Richard Clayton surveyed over 6,000 6th- through 
12th-grade students in 21 schools and discovered that males were about 30 per-
cent more likely than females to carry weapons to school, and that nonwhites 
were nearly 50 percent more likely than whites to bring weapons to school. Wil-
cox and Clayton also reported that students of lower socieoeconomic status, 
students who have been threatened at school, students who report a variety of 
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other problem behaviors, and students whose parents own guns were also sig-
nifi cantly more likely to carry weapons to school.48 
 Surveys of only students may not provide the most accurate estimate of 
how many youths possess or carry guns on a regular basis. Many youths have 
dropped out of school, and substantial numbers are confi ned in correctional 
institutions. Joseph Sheley and James Wright surveyed students as well as 835 
male juvenile inmates in six different correctional facilities. Students were asked 
if they currently owned a gun, and inmates were asked if they had owned a 
gun at the time they were arrested. About 22 percent of the students and 83 
percent of the incarcerated youths reported ownership of a gun at the time in 
question.49 
 The media has often pointed to gang violence involving semi-automatic as-
sault rifl es and report that some police offi cers believe that they are “outgunned” 
by many of the weapons used by violent youth. Indeed, much gang violence in re-
cent years has been characterized by the use of more sophisticated weapons (dis-
cussed later in this chapter). However, most youth violence is not gang-related 
violence, and there is evidence that the general sophistication of fi rearms used by 
juveniles did not change much throughout the decade of the 1990s. Rick Rud-
dell and Larry Mays examined data involving the confi scation of 1,055 fi rearms 
from juveniles in St. Louis from 1992 through 1999. They found that handguns 
were the most likely kind of fi rearm to be confi scated from juveniles and that 

most often these handguns 
were of the Saturday night 
special variety—cheap, eas-
ily concealed, and small 
caliber. Only 10 assault 
weapons were confi scated 
from juveniles over the 8-
year period, compared to 
134 nonpowder fi rearms 
(BB or pellet guns). Accord-
ing to Ruddell and Mays, 
“youths are more likely to 
have pellet guns, .22 cali-
ber fi rearms, and Saturday 
night specials confi scated 
by the police. . . . Overall, 
most fi rearms seized from 
juveniles by the police have 
a low threat level.”50 
 The Brady Bill man-
dated a fi ve-day waiting 
period for the purchase of 
handguns, while The Vio-
lent Crime Control and 
Law Enforcement Act of 
1994 made it a federal 
crime for anyone to sell or 
transfer a handgun, or am-

Children with ready 
access to fi rearms are 

at an increased risk 
for violent offending 

and victimization. 
For child safety, 

guns should be kept 
unloaded and locked 
in a safe place. Does 
the balance of child 

safety and protection 
against criminals 
depend on what 

neighborhood you 
live in?
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munition for a handgun, to a person under age 18.51 The act also made it a crime 
for juveniles to possess a handgun or ammunition for a handgun, although there 
are certain exceptions: A youth may possess a handgun when it is used for farm-
ing, ranching, target shooting, or safety instruction provided the youth has his 
or her parent’s written permission to have the handgun. However, most states 
already prohibit the sale of handguns to persons under age 21 and the sale of ri-
fl es and shotguns to persons under the age of 18. Therefore, if it is clearly illegal 
for youths to obtain guns through legitimate channels, how do they get them? 
It is estimated that about a third of children in the United States live in homes 
with fi rearms.52 If there is no fi rearm available in the home, a youth is likely to 
have little diffi culty in obtaining one from friends, on the street, through theft, 
or through an illegal purchase from a gun dealer. 
 In their classic study, Sheley and Wright asked students and juvenile inmates 
how they had obtained the guns they possessed. More than half the students 
said they borrowed their guns from a family member or friend, whereas most 
of the juvenile inmates said they had gotten their guns from friends and street 
sources. Both students and inmates indicated that they felt they could obtain 
guns with little trouble: There was little need to steal guns or to go through 
normal retail outlets where a friend or family member could legally purchase a 
gun.53 This is fairly consistent with a recent survey of fi rearm use by offenders. 
About 40 percent of state prison inmates age 24 or younger obtained the gun 
used in their current offense from family members or friends. Only 7 percent 
obtained a gun from a retail store.54 
 Unfortunately, many young people live in social worlds characterized by 
crime and violence. Of the juvenile inmates, 40 percent had siblings who had 
been incarcerated, 62 percent reported having male family members who rou-
tinely carried guns, and 84 percent indicated that they had been threatened with 
a gun or shot at during their lives. Half had been stabbed with a knife, and more 
than 80 percent had been beaten up by someone. Students were only slightly less 
exposed to violent environments. Nearly half the students reported that male 
members of their households regularly carried guns, 45 percent reported having 
been threatened with a gun or shot at, and one-third of the students had been 
beaten up either at school or on the way to or from school.55 
 Philip Cook and Jens Ludwig believe that, at the local level, greater owner-
ship of guns by adults is associated with the likelihood of youths carrying both 
guns and other types of weapons. However, they argue that while gun preva-
lence does not affect the decision of a youth to carry a weapon, it does affect 
the decision of what kind of weapon the youth will carry. This means that “the 
availability of guns clearly increases the likelihood that those teens that do carry 
weapons choose guns.”56 
 Thus far, this chapter has explored topics related to a general understand-
ing of serious youth violence, especially involvement in the most serious forms 
of delinquency and gun-related crimes. Within this general framework are the 
most serious, violent, and chronic juvenile offenders—the chronic delinquents 
described in Chapter 2. However, within the population of serious, violent, and 
chronic juvenile offenders is another important phenomenon that has yet to be 
examined: psychopathy. Only a small subgroup of serious delinquents is psy-
chopathic, which is a serious personality disorder that impairs social develop-
ment and enhances involvement in delinquency.57

Is the ultimate argument 

for gun control that 

children can readily 

obtain them from family, 

friends, and their homes? 

What are the benefi ts 

and costs of having 

fi rearms in a family 

home?

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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JUVENILE PSYCHOPATHY

Psychopathy is a personality disorder that impairs interpersonal, affective, and 
behavioral functions and is closely linked to serious antisocial behavior. The 
disorder is signifi cantly more likely to occur in boys as opposed to girls and 
does not discriminate by race, ethnicity, social class, or country of origin. In 
other words, psychopaths have been studied in many racial groups and in many 
different countries. There are several core characteristics of psychopathic indi-
viduals. They are aggressive, self-centered or narcissistic, impulsive, and prone 
to risky activities. They often begin getting into trouble very early in life, engage 
in a wide variety of antisocial behaviors, and are prolifi c criminals.58 Thus far, 
these characteristics describe many serious, nonpsychopathic offenders as well. 
It is the following list of characteristics, however, that distinguishes psychopaths 
from other individuals. Psychopathic delinquents are callous, guiltless, and have 
little to no fear or anxiety. They are exploitative, manipulative, deceptive, and 
seemingly unable to form warm relationships with other people. They are with-
out conscience and appear to be impervious to efforts by the juvenile and crimi-
nal justice systems to intervene.59

 Philippe Pinel is considered the fi rst person to clinically study the construct 
of psychopathy with the publication of his A Treatise on Insanity in 1801. Pinel 
described a diagnosis for people who exhibited uncontrolled rage and outland-
ishly immoral behavior that was without psychotic features such as delusions. 
In other words, people seemed to be extremely dangerous yet simultaneously in 
control of their emotions and mental health.60 In 1835 James Pritchard called 
the disorder “moral insanity,” again noting that serious criminal conduct was 
occurring without mental defect.61 Many other physicians, psychiatrists, and 
correctional clinicians also studied psychopathy throughout the 19th and 20th 
centuries. The modern understanding of psychopathy was realized in 1941 with 
the publication of Hervey Cleckley’s The Mask of Sanity. His work was the 
most systematic clinical study of psychopathy and laid the groundwork for con-
temporary research. Cleckley described the sheer antisocial differences between 
psychopaths and even the most delinquent youths:

In repetitive delinquent behavior, the subject often seems to be going a cer-
tain distance along the course that a full psychopath follows to the end. In the 
less severe disorder, antisocial or self-defeating activities are frequently more 
circumscribed and may stand out against a larger background of successful 
adaptation. The borderlines between chronic delinquency and what we have 
called the psychopath merge in this area. Although anxiety, remorse, shame, 
and other consciously painful subjective responses to undesirable consequences 
are defi cient in both as compared with the normal, this callousness or apathy is 
far deeper in the psychopath.62

The majority of research on psychopaths has centered on adult criminals in 
prisons or psychiatric hospitals. It was discovered that offenders presented psy-
chopathic characteristics throughout their lives, even in early childhood and 
adolescence. Thus, juvenile psychopathy is an important area of research for 
understanding the disorder and developing ways to prevent it or reduce its nega-
tive effects. 
 The application of psychopathy to children and adolescents has occurred 
for decades. William McCord and Joan McCord expressed concerns that seri-
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ous violent crime was the work of adolescent psychopaths in 1964.63 In 1966 
Lee Robins described children that appeared in local psychiatric clinics as 
“Boys [that] had a history of truancy, theft, staying out late, and refusing to 
obey parents. They lied gratuitously, and showed little guilt over their behavior. 
They were generally irresponsible.”64 In the 1980s as crime rates increased and 
criminology focused more attention on the most serious types of offenders, seri-
ous juvenile offenders also began to receive more scrutiny from researchers. In 
recent years, criminologists in several countries have produced an impressive 
knowledge-base on psychopathic traits among juvenile offenders. Some of their 
primary characteristics and behaviors are described next. 

Characteristics and Behaviors of Psychopathic Youths

Criminologists have found that a set of traits typifi es psychopathic youths. 
Donald Lynam and his colleagues suggest that juvenile psychopathy can be 
understood as a constellation of personality characteristics that contribute to 
delinquent behavior. The personality profi le is quite negative, unfortunately. 
Psychopathic youths are very disagreeable and often are suspicious, deceptive, 
exploitative, arrogant, tough-minded, and aggressive. They are low in conscien-
tiousness and constraint, which means that they impulsively seek to satisfy their 
own needs with no concern for the feelings of other people.65 Paul Frick and his 
colleagues studied a sample of more than 1,100 children in third, fourth, sixth, 
or seventh grades to examine the stability of psychopathic traits. Again, they 
found that the most psychopathic children (their average age was 10 years) were 
highly impulsive, highly narcissistic, and highly callous and unemotional to oth-
ers. Moreover, these characteristics were relatively stable over a 4-year follow-
up period. This suggests that psychopathic traits develop early in life and, once 
established, are likely to persist throughout the life course.66

 If the personality profi le of psychopathic youths is troubling, the behavioral 
profi le is even more unsettling particularly among institutionalized juvenile of-
fenders. Mary Ann Campbell, Stephen Porter, and Darcy Santor found that 
psychopathic youths are among the most aggressive, antisocial, and delinquent 
children within detention centers. Although they are the most prone to external-
izing problems (e.g., hurting others), and they are the least prone to internaliz-
ing problems (e.g., hurting themselves). In other words, psychopathic youths do 
not feel “stressed” about engaging in serious antisocial behavior. They also tend 
to have had the most severe criminal records, been suspended or expelled from 
school, often had multiple placements in foster homes and juvenile detention 
centers, and experienced more abuse during early childhood.67 Several other 
scholars have also found that youths who present psychopathic traits have mul-
tifaceted involvement in delinquent behaviors.68 Unfortunately, psychopathic 
youths appear to be impervious to the legal and moral bases of punishment. 
They simply do not respond to punishment by correcting their behavior, instead 
they appear to be unmoved.69

 Compared to serious delinquents who are not psychopathic, juvenile psy-
chopaths are noteworthy for their sustained criminal activity, continued crimi-
nal activity while under the supervision of the juvenile justice system, and recidi-
vism rates upon reentering society. Michael Vaughn and Matt DeLisi studied the 
effects of psychopathic traits on delinquent careers among a population of insti-
tutionalized delinquents in Missouri. They found that adolescents with psycho-
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pathic personality features were 300 percent more likely to have an early onset 
of criminal behavior, be contacted by police, and be processed by the juvenile 
court.70 In addition, youths with psychopathic traits were signifi cantly likely to 
become adult career criminals.71 Diana Falkenbach and her associates studied 
psychopathic features among 69 children who had been arrested and placed in 
a juvenile diversion program (Chapter 13). They discovered that youths with 
psychopathic traits were more likely to not comply with the program and be 
rearrested.72 Based on data from Canadian youths between the ages of 12 and 
18, Raymond Corrado and his colleagues reported that psychopathic youths 
are signifi cantly likely to commit general, violent, and nonviolent delinquent 
acts than kids who are not psychopathic. Moreover, psychopathic youths com-
mit crimes faster and with greater frequency.73 Even while incarcerated, psy-
chopathic youths present problems. Daniel Murrie and his associates studied 
institutionalized youths in Virginia and found that prior record for crimes of 
violence, record of violence that did not result in arrest, violence while incarcer-
ated, assaulting other correctional residents with weapons, and infl icting great 
bodily harm were signifi cantly correlated with psychopathy.74 Similarly, among 
85 adjudicated delinquents in Florida who were between the ages of 11 and 18, 
psychopathic youths accumulated more disciplinary infractions, committed 
more violent acts, and had worse treatment outcomes than nonpsychopathic 
children.75

Causes of Psychopathy

What causes some youngsters to be glib, deceitful, manipulative, callous, irre-
sponsible, impulsive, mean, lacking in guilt, and so easily able to victimize oth-
ers? Is their pathology innate? Did something happen to them that produced 
psychopathy? Does some combination of nature and nurture produce psychopa-
thy? Based on the weight of the evidence, the best answer appears to be that it 
is produced by a combination of biopsychological and sociological factors—in 
other words, nature and nurture (for more on the development of antisocial be-
havior, see Chapter 8). 
 Some behavioral scientists have distinguished primary and secondary psy-
chopaths as a way to explore etiological, or causal, factors of antisocial behav-
ior. Primary psychopaths are persons who have brain abnormalities that impair 
their ability to process and express emotion, such as empathy. Their antisocial 
behavior is largely innate.76 Research by James Blair and his colleagues indicates 
that the genetic factors produce neurotransmitter dysfunction that in turn re-
duces the ability of the amygdala, almond-shaped groups of neurons in the brain 
that control our emotional ability, to process emotional learning and socially 
relate to others.77 Importantly, even the most biologically centered explanation 
also points to the importance of the social environment in developing antisocial 
behavior. In other words, even primary psychopaths respond to the infl uence of 
others in determining their behavior.  
 Secondary psychopaths have the same characteristics as primary psycho-
paths; however, the pathology in the secondary psychopath is developed often as 
an adaptation to some severe trauma in early life, usually parental abuse or re-
jection. Because of the importance of early life trauma in developing secondary 
psychopathy, many criminologists use the term sociopath to distinguish psycho-
pathic characteristics that are largely the result of early life abuse and neglect.78 
Donald Lynam has shown how these biological and environmental factors in-
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teract to produce psychopathy in young people. Children who present severe 
hyperactivity, impulsivity, and attention problems often also suffer from con-
duct problems. These children are very diffi cult to parent and manage in school 
and often alienate themselves from conventional peers, resulting in social isola-
tion and labeling. Over time, the antisocial aspects of their behavior become 

P
sychopathic offenders are noteworthy 
for the extremity of their violence. In the 
community, psychopathic offenders are 

the most active, versatile, and relentless of-
fenders; in prison, they are among the most 
violent and noncompliant inmates. Several 
criminologists have explored the nature of of-
fending by psychopathic individuals. Stephen 
Porter and his colleagues compared murders 
committed by psychopaths and nonpsycho-
paths among inmates in Canadian prisons. 
They reported that murders committed by 
psychopaths were characterized by sadism 
and more gratuitous violence (e.g., stabbings 
with dozens or hundreds of entry wounds) 
than killings by nonpsychopathic offenders. 
More than 82 percent of psychopathic of-
fenders committed these types of murders 
compared to 52 percent of nonpsychopathic 
offenders. 

Katherine Ramsland researched psycho-
pathic violence among children and adoles-
cents and unearthed several examples:

• Sixteen-year-old Brenda Spencer received 
a rifle for her birthday. She used it to shoot 
kids at an elementary school near her San 
Diego home, wounding nine and killing two. A 
reporter asked her later why she had done it. 
Her answer: “I don’t like Mondays. This livens 
up the day.” 

• Two bodies were found on a country road 
in Ellis County, Texas. One was male, one 
female. The boy, 14, had been shot, but the 
13-year-old girl had been stripped, raped, 
and dismembered. Her head and hands were 
missing. The killer turned out to be Jason 
Massey, who had decided he was going to 
become the worst serial killer that Texas had 

ever seen. He tortured animals, stalked an-
other young woman, and revered killers like 
Ted Bundy. He was 9 years old when he killed 
his first cat and added dozens more over the 
years, along with dogs and even six cows. He 
had a long list of potential victims and his 
diaries were filled with fantasies of rape, tor-
ture, and cannibalism of female victims. He 
was a loner who believed he served a “mas-
ter” who gave him knowledge and power. He 
was obsessed with bringing girls under his 
control and having their dead bodies in his 
possession. 

• Nine-year-old Jeffrey Bailey, Jr. pushed a 
3-year-old friend into the deep part of a motel 
pool in Florida. He wanted to see someone 
drown. As the boy sank to the bottom, Jef-
frey pulled up a chair to watch. When it 
was finished, he went home. When he was 
questioned, he was more engaged in being 
the center of attention than in any kind of 
remorse for what he had done, and spoke 
nonchalantly about the murder. 

Given these disturbing images, it is clear why 
juvenile psychopathy is such an important 
area of research to enable the prevention of 
serious youth violence. 

Sources: Stephen Porter, Michael Woodworth, Jeff Earle, Jeff 

Drugge, and Douglas Boer, “Characteristics of Sexual Homi-

cides Committed by Psychopathic and Non-Psychopathic Of-

fenders,” Law and Human Behavior 27:457–470 (2003); Matt 

DeLisi, “Criminal Careers Behind Bars,” Behavioral Sciences 

and the Law 21:653–669 (2003); Robert Hare, “Psychopathy 

as a Risk Factor for Violence,” Psychiatric Quarterly 70:181–

197 (1999); Katherine Ramsland, The Childhood Psycho-

path: Bad Seed or Bad Parents?, online at http://www.crime

library.com/criminal_mind/psychology/psychopath/1.html, 

accessed June 3, 2007. 

Psychopaths and Violence
A  W I N D O W  O N  D E L I N Q U E N C Y b o x  3 - 3
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reinforced or exacerbated while the positive aspects of their behavior become 
more infrequent and diffi cult to reinforce. Unless a major treatment intervention 
occurs, these “fl edgling psychopaths” develop into the most serious, violent, and 
chronic delinquents.79

Treatment of Juvenile Psychopathy

Whether prevention and treatment programs specifi cally address the needs of ju-
venile psychopaths is unknown because almost all of the evaluation research has 
been conducted on adult offenders. By and large, criminal justice treatments at-
tempt to increase the prosocial abilities of offenders. In the case of psychopathic 
offenders, the emphasis is placed on increasing empathy through intensive cogni-
tive therapy and behavioral modifi cation. Amazingly, prior research shows that, 
in some circumstances, treatment actually makes psychopaths more danger-
ous. Marnie Rice, Grant Harris, and Catherine Cormier evaluated an intensive 
therapeutic community program that included up to 80 hours of intensive group 
therapy per week. Whereas the treatment reduced recidivism among 146 nonpsy-
chopathic offenders, it increased recidivism among 146 psychopathic offenders. 
By learning to take others’ perspective and behave in socially acceptable ways, 
psychopaths were able to enhance their ability to manipulate, exploit, and victim-
ize others.80 Robert Hare and his colleagues similarly discovered that recidivism 
rates for psychopathic offenders that had received social skills and anger manage-
ment classes were higher than those without treatment.81 Grant Harris and Mar-
nie Rice have concluded that “there is no evidence that any treatment yet applied 
to psychopaths have been shown to be effective in reducing violence or crime.”82  
 Despite this grim assessment, those who have the most contact with psycho-
pathic juvenile delinquents, probation and detention offi cers within the juvenile 
justice system, believe that the most violent and antisocial youths can still be re-
habilitated. Keith Cruise and his colleagues surveyed 424 juvenile detention and 
probation offi cers and reported that many have hope that the most severe juve-
nile offenders can be reformed. Nearly 61 percent felt that psychopathic youths 
are candidates for rehabilitation, and nearly 63 percent of probation offi cers 
felt that psychopathy was changeable. This suggests that even those with the 
most frequent contact with juvenile offenders still detect admirable traits that 
suggest the youths are amenable to turning their lives around.83 Moreover, it is 
too expensive not to treat serious delinquents who present psychopathic traits. 
Individual criminal careers ultimately cost society more than $1 million per of-
fender in assorted victimization and criminal justice costs.84 Michael Caldwell 
and his colleagues have reported that for every dollar spent to provide intensive 
treatment to violent, psychopathic delinquents, seven dollars in various costs 
were saved or effectively prevented.85 
 The treatment of youthful psychopathic offenders must borrow heavily from 
the treatment of juvenile homicide offenders. Both groups represent the extremes 
of delinquency and point to the need for intensive, multifaceted, and sustained 
treatment. Kathleen Heide and Eldra Solomon present the following treatment 
protocol for the most violent of juvenile offenders:

• Comprehensive cognitive behavioral restructuring.

• Prosocial skills training.

• Positive peer communities.
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• Anger management and appropriate emotional release.

• Empathy training.

• Clear, fi rm, and consistent discipline.

• Drug and alcohol counseling and education.

• Transitional treatment including family counseling when appropriate.

• Aftercare.

• Psychopharmacological management.

• Educational and vocational programs and other activities that promote 
prosocial opportunities for success.86

VIOLENCE PREVENTION

Although youth violence has declined signifi cantly since its mid-1990s peak, it 
remains well above levels observed for most of the 20th century. What can be 
done to ensure that youth violence continues to decline? In this fi nal section 
we will consider four strategies for preventing violence by juveniles, whether 
psychopathic or non-psychopathic. The four strategies are (1) controlling avail-
ability of guns, (2) reducing violence in families, (3) providing community-based 
prevention programs, and (4) promoting treatment and get-tough approaches. 

Controlling Availability of Guns

A variety of innovative policing initiatives have been designed to reduce the 
availability of guns to juveniles. Beginning in 1994, the New York City Police 
Department installed its “Compstat” approach that stressed zero tolerance of 
nuisance types of offending, such as loitering, turnstile jumping, vandalism, and 
prostitution. By refusing to tolerate even the most trivial violations, the police 
sent a message to offenders that any type of criminal behavior would not be 
permitted. Not coincidentally, youth who committed serious crimes and carried 
fi rearms also committed minor forms of delinquency; thus, they were often ar-
rested before their nuisance offending could escalate to more serious acts. This 
policing approach was responsible for dramatic reductions in violence, homi-
cides, and gun crimes in New York City.87 In fact, even harsh critics of the pro-
gram acknowledge that controlling offenders who use guns and the subsequent 
availability of guns resulted in crime declines.88 
 Similarly, the Richmond, Virginia, Police Department developed a coor-
dinated antigun program with the United States Attorney’s Offi ce, known as 
Project Exile, to aggressively prosecute all gun arrests as federal offenses. The 
primary advantage is that authorities are able to use existing stricter federal gun 
laws and the more severe penalties available in the federal courts. Although Proj-
ect Exile does not directly target youth, gun violence in the Richmond area did 
appear to decline after its implementation. Critics of Project Exile argue that the 
decline in gun violence was only a continuation of the more general decline in 
gun violence observed in large cities around the country and not due to the new 
program. A recent reevaluation by Richard Rosenfeld and his colleagues found 
strong violence reduction effects resulting from Project Exile.89
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 Franklin Zimring suggests an alternative to banning fi rearms. He notes that 
there is a distinct political economy of adolescents. Youths have less monetary 
capital, lower regard for property as capital assets, and shorter monetary atten-
tion spans than adults. Adolescents with many economic wants, therefore, can 
be more easily distracted from investing their capital in guns. Zimring believes 
that raising the price of guns and creating a scarcity of ammunition for those 
who possess guns would have a signifi cant negative impact on juveniles’, espe-
cially younger juveniles’, decisions to spend money on guns.90

 Policies aimed only at reducing the total number of fi rearms in circulation 
in communities may not be adequate. As Marc Riedel and Wayne Welsh note, it 
is not the total number of guns available that leads to higher levels of violence, 
rather it is “the carrying of guns in high-risk places at high-risk times.”91 If this 
is true, the creation of new laws designed to reduce gun and ammunition avail-
ability may not be as effective as stricter enforcement of existing laws prohibit-
ing persons from carrying concealed weapons. 
 Law enforcement has been attempting to reduce the availability of guns 
through a variety of strategies, such as targeted enforcement operations (includ-
ing hot spots of gun crime and the use of gun sweeps), community-supported si-
lent witness programs that encourage residents to report the presence of illegal 
guns, cooperation with the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (ATF) to 
trace illegal guns, safe gun storage programs, and the creation of juvenile gun 
courts.92 Box 3-4 discusses some successful approaches to getting guns off the 
street.

Reducing Violence in Families 

A growing number of criminologists believe that the structure of the modern 
family and the lack of meaningful relationships between parents and chil-
dren today are signifi cant causal factors in youth violence (see Chapter 10). 

Raising the price of guns 

and creating a scarcity of 

ammunition might reduce 

the ability of youths to 

possess fi rearms. Should 

guns be priced out of 

the reach of youths? 

Would such a policy 

discriminate against 

persons from the lower 

class?

t h i n ka b o u t  i t

Whether a victim 
or only an observer, 

children learn 
inappropriate 
techniques for 

resolving confl icts. 
Should the penalties 

for infl icting or 
exposing children 

to violence be more 
severe?
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T
he evidence presented in this chapter 
so far clearly establishes the increase in 
fi rearm crime, especially among youths. 

If the police could get more guns off the 
streets, would there be fewer fi rearm crimes? 

The Kansas City Gun Experiment was de-
signed to test this idea. For 29 weeks, from 
July 7, 1992, to January 27, 1993, the Kansas 
City Police Department focused extra patrol 
attention on gun-crime “hot spots” in an 80- 
by 10-block area of the city. The extra patrol 
consisted of a pair of two-offi cer cars, with of-
fi cers assigned on a rotating basis. Four offi -
cers worked six hours of overtime each night, 
from 7 P.M. to 1 A.M., and two other offi cers 
worked an additional 24 nights. The overtime 
was funded by the Bureau of Justice Assis-
tance Weed and Seed program.

All offi cers focused exclusively on gun de-
tection, primarily through traffi c stops and 
pedestrian checks. The experiment appears 
to have had a number of signifi cant effects. 
Among them are the following:

• Gun seizures by police in the target area 
increased by more than 65 percent, while 
gun crimes declined in the target area by 49 
percent.

• Neither the number of gun crimes nor 
that of guns seized changed significantly in 
a similar beat several miles away, where the 
focused patrol was not used.

• The number of drive-by shootings dropped 
from seven to one in the target area but 
doubled in the comparison beat.

• Homicides were significantly reduced in 
the target area but not in the comparison 
beat.

• Traffic stops were the most productive 
method of finding guns, with an average of 
one gun found per 28 traffic stops.

• Two-thirds of the persons arrested for gun 
carrying in the target area resided outside 
the area.

• Before-and-after surveys of citizens 
showed that respondents in the target area 

became less fearful of crime and more posi-
tive about their neighborhood than did re-
spondents in the comparison beat.

The Kansas City Gun Experiment was repli-
cated in Indianapolis in 1997 as part of that 
city’s Weed and Seed program, but with mixed 
success. Directed patrols that met with greater 
success were more selective about which ve-
hicles to stop and issued citations rather than 
warnings; they also used K-9 patrols and pro-
bation sweeps for guns. In addition, directed 
patrol did not seem to shift crime to surround-
ing areas. Where a general deterrence patrol 
strategy was used to maximize the number of 
police stops and create a sense of increased 
police presence, there appeared to be little im-
pact on gun-related crime.

Boston’s Operation Ceasefi re combines 
a direct law enforcement attack on illicit 
fi rearms found on traffi ckers supplying juve-
niles with guns and an attempt to create a 
strong deterrent to gang violence. The project 
includes:

• Expanding the focus of local, state, and 
federal authorities to include intrastate fire-
arms trafficking in Massachusetts in addition 
to interstate trafficking.

• Focusing enforcement attention on traf-
fickers of the makes and calibers of guns 
most used by gang members.

• Focusing enforcement attention on traf-
fickers of guns that had short time-to-crime 
intervals and, thus, were most likely to have 
been trafficked.

• Focusing enforcement attention on traf-
fickers of guns used by the city’s most violent 
gangs.

• Attempting to restore obliterated serial 
numbers of confiscated guns and subse-
quently investigating trafficking based on 
those restorations.

• Targeting gangs engaged in violent 
behavior.

Getting Guns off the Streets
D E L I N Q U E N C Y  P R E V E N T I O Nb o x  3 - 4

(continued)
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• Delivering an explicit message that vio-
lence would not be tolerated.

• Backing up that message by “pulling 
every lever” legally available when violence 
occurred.

A recent evaluation of gun programs found 
that the homicide drop in Boston was more 
dramatic than in 95 other large American cit-
ies, suggesting that Operation Ceasefi re was 
particularly effective in reducing gun violence. 
The program has also been utilized in the 
most crime-ravaged parts of Los Angeles and 
Atlanta, and was shown to produce great re-
ductions in gun crimes. For instance, in the 
six years after the intervention was begun in 
Atlanta, the number of homicides fell nearly 
30 percent with total homicide levels at their 
lowest rate in 30 years.

Sources: Lawrence Sherman, James Shaw, and Dennis Ro-

gan, The Kansas City Gun Experiment (Washington, DC: U.S. 

Department of Justice, 1995); Shay Bilchik, Promising Strat-

egies to Reduce Gun Violence (Washington, DC: Offi ce of Ju-

venile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, 1999); David Ken-

nedy, Anthony Braga, Anne Piehl, and Elin Waring, Reducing 

Gun Violence: The Boston Gun Project’s Operation Ceasefi re 

(Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice, 2001); Edmund 

McGarrell, Steven Chermak, and Alexander Weiss, Reducing 

Gun Violence: Evaluation of the Indianapolis Police Depart-

ment’s Directed Patrol Project (Washington, DC: National Insti-

tute of Justice, 2002); Richard Rosenfeld, Robert Fornango, 

and Eric Baumer, “Did Ceasefi re, Compstat, and Exile Reduce 

Homicide?” Criminology and Public Policy 4:419–450 (2005); 

George Tita, Jack Riley, Greg Ridgeway, and Peter Greenwood, 

Reducing Gun Violence: Operation Ceasefi re in Los Angeles 

(Washington, DC: National Institute of Justice, 2005); Arthur 

Kellerman, Dawna Fuqua-Whitley, and Constance Parramore, 

Reducing Gun Violence: Community Problem Solving in Atlanta 

(Washington, DC: National Institute of Justice, 2006); Edmund 

McGarrell, Steven Chermak, Jeremy Wilson, and Nicholas Cor-

saro, “Reducing Homicide through a ‘Lever-Pulling’ Strategy,” 

Justice Quarterly 23:214–231 (2006).

Getting Guns off the Streets —continued
D E L I N Q U E N C Y  P R E V E N T I O Nb o x  3 - 4

Consider this horrifying case. Laree Slack, a 12-year-old girl was being raised 
in a church-going, intact, two-parent family, but her parents were anything but 
loving. Laree’s parents, Larry and Constance, became angry at Laree because 
she had failed to appropriately wash and put away the family’s clothes one day. 
As punishment, Laree was ordered to “assume the position” and stand ready 
to be whipped. She was whipped with the same 5-foot stretch of electrical cord 
Larry had used earlier on Laree’s 8-year-old brother. When Laree attempted to 
squirm away, her father ordered Laree’s two older brothers to tie her face down 
on a metal bed frame. Larry and Constance took turns lashing Laree. When her 
back began to bleed, Larry untied her and turned her over and she was whipped 
again on her chest and stomach. Laree suffered more than 160 lashes and was 
pronounced dead at the hospital a few hours later.93

 Violence within the family has far-reaching effects on children, regardless 
of whether they are the direct object of the violence or not. Children who ob-
serve their parents fi ghting or physically punishing siblings begin to internalize 
these acts as “normal” techniques for resolving confl icts. Exposure to violence 
or abuse in the home and exposure to hostile and punitive parenting are among 
the most important risk factors for a child’s subsequent involvement in violent 
behavior.94 Stephen Baron and Timothy Hartnagel’s study of the violent behav-
ior of street youth also notes that domestic violence is a signifi cant factor in de-
cisions to engage in violence. According to Baron and Hartnagel, “these youths 
also learn from their abusive home experiences that using force is a practical 
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and effective method of gaining compliance, increasing the odds that they will 
use coercion to gain fi nancial or material rewards.”95 
 A variety of family factors place children at risk of violent behavior, includ-
ing harsh or ineffective parenting, poor parental monitoring, poor attachment, 
and lack of warmth and nurturing (see Chapter 10). Parents of children with 
behavioral problems are more likely to engage in inconsistent and punitive disci-
pline, and the children tend to develop aversive behaviors to affect and manipu-
late their family environments. The Blueprints for Violence Prevention Initia-
tive has identifi ed a number of successful strategies aimed at reducing juvenile 
violence by changing the individual behavior of the child by altering the social 
environment of the family, including home visiting, parent training, and family 
therapy programs.96 Two important prevention programs in the country are ex-
plored next.

Multisystemic Therapy Multisystemic Therapy (MST) is a family and com-
munity-based treatment program that seeks to address the multiple problems 
of seriously antisocial and aggressive youth ages 12 to 17. The multisystemic 
approach is that individuals are nested within a complex network of intercon-
nected systems that encompass family, peer, school, and neighborhood domains. 
The principal objective of MST is to empower parents and youth with the skills 
and resources needed to surmount risk factors and capitalize on protective op-
portunities. These empowerments include strategic family therapy, structural 
family therapy, behavioral parent training, and cognitive behavior therapies 
over a 4-month period. Despite the diffi culties inherent in treating seriously 
antisocial people, preliminary evaluations of MST have shown 25 to 70 percent 
reductions in rearrest and 47 to 64 percent reductions in out-of-home place-
ments. At a cost of a mere $4,500 per youth, MST has been ranked as the most 
cost-effective program in the country that targets serious and violent juvenile 
offenders.97

The Incredible Years Series One of the best programs to accomplish reduc-
tion in aggressive behavior is the Incredible Years Parent, Teacher, and Child 
Training Series. The Incredible Years is a comprehensive social competence 
program that treats conduct problems in children between the ages of 2 to 8. 
In six randomized trials, aggression and conduct problems have been reduced 
by 60 percent among the participating children and families. Other promising 
outcomes were increased academic competence and achievement, increased so-
ciability and friendship-making skills, anger management and problem solving, 
and increased empathy among previously problem youth.98 The Incredible Years 
program is one of the model prevention programs in the United States.99 

Providing Community-Based Prevention Programs 

Early American criminologists believed that the local neighborhood and com-
munity largely determined the nature and extent of various social problems, in-
cluding delinquency (see Chapter 5). This theoretical perspective led to a wide 
variety of community-based programs, such as the Chicago Area Project, aimed 
at eradicating or reducing such social ills as poverty, alcohol and drug abuse, the 
breakdown of the traditional family, and crime and delinquency. Today, com-
munity-based programs are still operating and are targeting youth violence.
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 Children rarely choose where they live. Rather, they are dependent upon 
their parents, or their parents’ fate, with regard to the particular neighborhood 
in which they reside. The neighborhood may be more or less safe, inhabited by 
the homeless, littered with graffi ti, preferred by drug dealers and users, occupied 
by juvenile gangs, and lacking in supportive and nurturing social institutions 
such as a school and church. In other words, many children, through no choice 
of their own, face daily lives in communities and schools that are threatening 
and dangerous. Increasing levels of school violence even led Congress to pass the 
Gun Free School Zones Act of 1990. However, in 1995 the U.S. Supreme Court 
declared the Act unconstitutional in United States v. Lopez, only to have Con-
gress reenact the provisions the following year (see Box 3-5).100

 A number of programs are emerging in a variety of communities to coun-
ter the problems of juvenile violence. Individuals as well as diverse commu-
nity groups are sponsoring neighborhood and community programs to reduce 
violence.101 Three of the best community-based prevention programs are re-
viewed next.

Promoting Alternative Thinking Strategies The Promoting Alternative 
Thinking Strategies (PATHS) curriculum is a comprehensive program for pro-
moting emotional and social competencies and reducing aggression and behav-

O
n March 10, 1992, a 12th grade student 
arrived at Edison High School in San An-
tonio, Texas, carrying a concealed .38 

caliber handgun and fi ve bullets. Acting on 
a tip, school authorities confronted the stu-
dent, who admitted to carrying the weapon. 
The student was arrested and charged by fed-
eral agents with violating the Gun Free School 
Zones Act of 1990. The student’s attorney 
moved to dismiss the federal indictment on 
the ground that it was unconstitutional for 
Congress to legislate control over the pub-
lic schools. However, the district court con-
cluded that Congress was indeed free to reg-
ulate activities of public schools that affect 
interstate commerce. The student was tried 
and found guilty and sentenced to six months 
imprisonment. 

On appeal to the U.S. Supreme Court, the 
government argued that possessing a fi rearm 
in a local school zone affects interstate com-
merce because the costs of violent crime are 

substantial and insurance costs are spread 
throughout the population and that violent 
crime reduces the willingness of people to 
travel to areas within the country that are 
perceived to be unsafe. However, the Court 
disagreed, holding that “the possession of a 
gun in a local school zone is in no sense an 
economic activity that might, through repeti-
tion elsewhere, substantially affect any sort 
of interstate commerce.”

In 1996 Congress reenacted the Act [18 
U.S.C. § 921(a) (25)] to include an explicit 
interstate commerce element. It states that: 
“It shall be unlawful for any individual know-
ingly to possess a fi rearm that has moved 
in or that otherwise affects interstate or for-
eign commerce at a place that the individual 
knows, or has reasonable cause to believe, is 
a school zone.”

Source: United States v. Lopez, 514 U.S. 549 (1995).

United States v. Lopez
F R O M  T H E  B E N C Hb o x  3 - 5
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ior problems in elementary school children (kindergarten through grade 5) while 
enhancing the educational process in the classroom. It is taught three times 
per week for 20–30 minutes per day and seeks to improve students’ emotional 
literacy, self-control, social competence, positive peer instructions, and interper-
sonal problem-solving skills. The PATHS curriculum also focuses on the ability 
of the students to label, understand, and manage their feelings, impulses, and 
stress. In program evaluations, PATHS has been shown to improve protective 
factors (that insulate children from delinquency) and reduce risk factors (that 
propel youths toward delinquency). Other positive outcomes include increased 
self-control, improved understanding and recognition of emotions, more effec-
tive confl ict-resolution strategies, improved thinking and planning skills, re-
duced depression, and fewer conduct problems. The PATHS program costs a 
meager $45 per student per year.102

Big Brothers/Big Sisters of America For nearly 100 years, the Big Broth-
ers/Big Sisters of America has provided mentoring, one-on-one relationships for 
youths between the ages of 6 and 18 from single-parent homes (which is the typ-
ical family background of violent juvenile offenders). The service is provided by 
volunteers who complete rigorous training and follow published, required pro-
cedures for youth mentoring. In a recent 18-month follow-up evaluation, chil-
dren who participated in Big Brothers/Big Sisters of America were 46 percent 
less likely than control youth to begin using drugs, 27 percent less likely to being 
using alcohol, 30 percent less likely to hit someone, and had better academic 
behavior, attitudes, school performance, and relationships with parents and 
peers.103 Motivated by the successes of mentoring programs like Big Brothers/
Big Sisters of America, the National Faith-Based Initiative for High-Risk Youth, 
a Public/Private Venture of the Offi ce of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Pre-
vention, uses one-on-one and group mentoring approaches to address the delin-
quency and mental health problems, especially depression, of high-risk juvenile 
offenders. Although the program has not been formally evaluated, preliminary 
outcomes from programs in Baton Rouge, Brooklyn, Denver, Philadelphia, and 
Seattle have been promising.104

Olweus Bullying Prevention Program The Olweus Bullying Prevention Pro-
gram is a universal intervention for the reduction and prevention of bully and 
victim problems. The program targets are students in elementary, middle, and 
junior high schools with additional interventions for students who have prior 
history of bullying and/or bullying victimization. Core components of the pro-
gram are implemented at the school level, class level, and individual level and 
contain assistance from counselors, teachers, and mental health professionals. 
The Olweus Bullying Prevention Program has been shown to result in signifi cant 
reductions in bullying and victimization among boys and girls, reductions in re-
lated delinquency problems, such as vandalism, fi ghting, theft, and truancy, and 
improvements in the school social climate. The program costs $200 per school 
and approximately $65 per teacher.105 Although bullying is a historical part of 
the school experience, it is also a serious risk factor for serious, violent, and 
chronic delinquent behavior (Chapter 11).
 In spite of the efforts being made to reduce the availability of guns, to re-
duce violence in the media, to intervene in families, and to create safer and more 
nurturing communities, many experts believe that the only way to reduce youth 

Weed and Seed programs 

reduce youth violence. 

They require brief but 

intense law enforcement. 

Why are the policies not 

more widely used given 

their effectiveness? Is the 

American public reluctant 

to empower the police?
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violence is by arresting violent youths and dealing with them formally within 
either the juvenile or adult justice system.

Promoting Blended Treatment 
and “Get-Tough” Approaches

There is a serious dilemma facing both criminologists and policy makers when 
attempting to determine the “best” treatment approach or the “most effective” 
punishment approach for dealing with serious, violent juveniles. Unfortunately, 
it is diffi cult to distinguish the causes of the behaviors of violent youths from 
those of nonviolent delinquent youths. To select primarily violent youths for 
participation in a particular treatment program or for transfer to criminal court 
for prosecution based upon assumptions about the ability to bring about reha-
bilitation or deterrence might be fl awed. Dewey Cornell points out that, even 
very violent juveniles can be subdivided into smaller subgroups based upon the 
youths’ prior adjustment problems. Cornell states, “Among violent offenders, 
youth convicted of the most serious violent crime, homicide, actually have less 
history of prior violence than do offenders convicted of less serious assaults.”106

 Regrettably, it is often the case that serious, violent, and chronic delinquents 
were themselves exposed to severe abuses and deprivation from very early in 
life. Indeed, there is some public sentiment characterized by a “what did we 
expect” belief about the effects of early life abuses on subsequent violence and 
criminal behavior. This leads many observers to wring their hands in resigna-
tion convinced that nothing can be done to stem the actions of the serious de-
linquents.107 Fortunately, this is not the case. Mark Lipsey recently reviewed the 
literature on programs that target serious delinquents and concluded:

the average effect on the recidivism of serious juvenile offender of those inter-
ventions that I studied are positive, statistically signifi cant, and, though mod-
est, not trivial . . . this evidence shows that optimal combinations of program 
elements have the capability to reduce recidivism by 40 to 50 percent, that 
is, to cut recidivism rates to nearly half of what they would be without such 
programming.108

 Most treatment programs for violent youths occur within locked, secure 
correctional facilities, although they continue to emphasize rehabilitation and 
early reintegration into the community. One such treatment program is the Vio-
lent Juvenile Offender (VJO) program, designed to target chronic violent male 
juvenile offenders in four urban areas, Boston, Detroit, Memphis, and Newark. 
Youths selected for the VJO program must have been adjudicated for a Part 
I Index felony and must have at least one prior felony adjudication. The pro-
gram involves efforts aimed at “strengthening youths’ bonds to prosocial people 
and institutions, providing realistic opportunities for achievement, employing 
a system of rewards for appropriate behavior and sanctions for inappropriate 
behavior, and individualized treatment.” To accomplish these goals, VJO youths 
are initially placed in small, secure treatment facilities and then gradually reinte-
grated into the community in phases. The second phase involves treatment in a 
community-based residential program, after which youths progress to the third 
phase, involving intensive supervision in the neighborhood.
 Another treatment program for violent juvenile offenders is the Capital Of-
fender Program (COP) in Texas. For a youth to be eligible for placement in COP, 
he or she must have committed a homicide and must not have been diagnosed 
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as having a severe psychological disorder. COP is designed to promote verbal 
expression of feelings, to foster empathy for victims, to create a sense of per-
sonal responsibility, and to decrease feelings of hostility and aggression. Treat-
ment includes group psychotherapy emphasizing role playing in which youths 
act out their life stories and reenact their crimes from their own perspectives 
and those of their victims.109

 Many states have lowered the age for waiver of violent youths to criminal 
court or are making it less diffi cult to transfer such youths (see Chapter 14); 
have established determinate sentences for serious, violent youths adjudicated 
in the juvenile courts; and have permitted a juvenile’s arrest and court record 
to be made available to schools and to adult criminal courts once a youth is 
prosecuted as an adult. In addition, some states have passed parental-liability 
laws whereby juveniles’ parents are held in contempt of court for missing their 
children’s court hearings.
 Law enforcement, prosecutors, and the courts are coordinating efforts in a 
number of jurisdictions to develop new strategies for targeting violent juveniles. 
The Salinas Police Department in California created a Violence Suppression 
Unit consisting of 15 offi cers involved in aggressive patrol focusing on violent 
and gun-related crimes. The Seattle Police Department has established a sys-
tem for tracking violent offenders and disseminating information through the 
department and other social service agencies to reduce the anonymity of the 
juveniles and refer the offenders to intervention services. A list of the 50 most 
violent juveniles was developed, with increased communication between police 
and probation, to increase surveillance of these youths and to provide for greater 
enforcement of their conditions of probation. In addition, enhanced prosecution 
for serious, violent juvenile offenders was instituted with the addition of a new 
full-time position in the prosecutor’s offi ce. At the same time, Seattle’s Juvenile 
Firearms Prosecution Project provided for vertical prosecution of all juvenile 
fi rearms offenses with a Deputy Prosecutor specializing in fi rearm prosecutions 
assigned to handle all juvenile fi rearms offenses from initial fi ling of the case 
through juvenile sentencing. In Baltimore, the City Police Department’s Youth 
Violence Task Force, working closely with the U.S. Attorney, ATF, FBI, and 
school police, identifi es and targets gang members and violent offenders, and 
aggressively seeks their apprehension and incarceration.110 

Youth violence had been declining dramatically for over a decade before it be-
gan to increase again in 2004. Even though it continues to be a serious threat, 
it is not yet the problem it was in the 1980s and early 1990s. For some crimi-
nologists, the lower level of youth violence is primarily due to the decline in the 
crack market and associated lethal violence with fi rearms. Other criminologists, 
however, believe that the decrease in violence stems from more police offi cers on 
the street and a get-tough attitude by the courts, resulting in more youths being 
incarcerated.

The vast majority of violent youth are males, disproportionately minori-
ties, from urban, lower-income neighborhoods where a variety of stressors and 
strains predominate. Juvenile victims of violence refl ect similar characteristics: 
They are older, male, and minority youth; younger, female and white youth are 
signifi cantly less likely to be victimized. Guns, especially handguns, are used in 
most violent incidents involving juveniles.
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Is it possible to prevent youth violence? Criminologists, legislators, and pol-
icy makers differ in their opinions of the root causes of youth violence and how 
to respond to violence. Proposals include getting guns out of the hands of juve-
niles, reducing violence in the media, strengthening families, assisting schools 
to teach alternatives to violence, providing treatment for offenders, and getting 
tough on violent offenders. None of these approaches appears terribly promising 
on its own, but possibly a comprehensive strategy that combines the best fea-
tures of each may more effectively control youth violence.

The next chapter will explore illegal drug use by adolescents, which is an-
other area of juvenile delinquency. While both youth violence and delinquency in 
general have declined during the past decade, juvenile drug use has increased.

Brady Bill Federal legislation that mandated a fi ve-day waiting period for the purchase of 

handguns. 

Etiology The scientifi c name for the cause of antisocial behavior, such as delinquency.

Infanticide Homicide in which recently born children are killed by relatives who do not 

want the children or who are suffering from childbirth-related psychiatric disturbances. 

Kansas City Gun Experiment An experiment in which the use of additional police to patrol 

in target areas for the exclusive purpose of gun detection signifi cantly increased gun sei-

zures and decreased gun crimes. 

Operation Ceasefi re A gun prevention program in Boston involving direct law enforcement 

attack on illicit fi rearms traffi ckers supplying juveniles with guns. 

Psychopathy A personality disorder that impairs interpersonal, affective, and behavioral 

functions and is closely linked to serious antisocial behavior.

Sociopathy A form of psychopathy, sometimes referred to as secondary psychopathy, 

which is produced from early life environmental factors such as parental abuse and 

neglect. 

United States v. Lopez A U.S. Supreme Court case that held that the Gun Free School 

Zones Act of 1990 was unconstitutional. 
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106

I
n terms of adolescent substance use and delinquency, the headlines are 
impossible to avoid. “Movies inspire children to smoke,”1 “Survey: Parents 
clueless on booze, drugs at teen parties,”2 “Meth’s impact on children 
probed,”3 “Many more treated for meth, pot,”4 “Prescription drugs fi nd 
place in teen culture,”5 “More kids get multiple psychiatric drugs,”6 and 
“Anti-drug advertising campaign a failure, GAO report says”7 are just some 

of the thousands of news items on adolescent drug use that permeate American 
culture. These headlines present complex and, at times, confl icting information 
about the current status of substance use among children and adolescents, the 
effectiveness in treating substance use, and the most appropriate ways for the 
juvenile and criminal justice systems to respond to drugs and delinquency. 
 Often, children and adolescents bear the brunt of the drug problem. To 
illustrate, in January 2004, an 11-year-old girl was arrested for selling heroin 
on the streets in Miami, Florida. The police had been observing the girl for a 
number of weeks after being tipped off by the girl’s neighbors. Over time, the 
girl was seen selling $10 and $20 doses of heroin from the sidewalk in front 
of her house, sometimes dressed in her school uniform and sometimes in her 
pajamas. Undercover offi cers fi nally made purchases from the girl. During one 
transaction, the offi cers indicated they wanted to purchase three bags, but the 
girl had only two. “The girl said she needed to check with her mom,” according 
to Sgt. Ruben Rodriguez, a South Miami drug offi cer. Police believe the girl was 
working for her mother and a man who may be her stepfather.8 
 A recent Mayo Clinic study found that there are may be about 5 million 
children with ADHD and possibly a million or more with bipolar disorder, 
depression, obsessive-compulsive disorder, social-anxiety disorder, sleeplessness, 
or other phobias (see Chapter 5). Many of these children will be prescribed a drug. 
The American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry lists dozens of drugs 
that can now be used for children with emotional, physiological, or psychological 
problems. Specialized drugs have been developed for depression, such as Celexa, 
Prozac, and Zoloft; for bipolar disorder, such as Depakote and Tegretol; for 
ADHD, such as Adderall, Concerta, and Ritalin; and for regulating moods, such 
as Effexor, Lithium, and Zyprexa. Although most of these drugs were neither 
designed nor tested on children, an increasing number of doctors are using them 
to treat childhood disorders. While Adderall, a once-a-day amphetamine, has 
been approved to treat children as young as age 3 for ADHD, Prozac, another 
drug “certifi ed” as safe for children, has been found to produce a 50 percent 
higher risk of suicide for children compared to children taking placebos.9 
 The United States is a drug-consuming society. From conception until death, 
drugs have played a varied and important role in most people’s lives. Today 
drugs are used to block the physical pain of childbirth; to keep premature babies 
alive; to help gain or lose weight; to help people wake in the morning and sleep 
at night; to reduce anxiety, stress, and depression; and to clear up faces marked 
by acne. In addition, drugs prevent illnesses and overcome diseases, help to keep 
cancers from spreading, and reduce the pain when people are dying. Air Force 
fi ghter pilots used amphetamines in the war against terrorists in Afghanistan to 
stay alert during long combat missions. Drugs are used to control the hyperactive 
behavior of students, primarily boys, in school, and drugs are the preferred 
method of execution in states that use the death penalty.
 Most Americans use some sort of drug on a daily basis—alcohol, aspirin, 
caffeine, and nicotine are but a few examples. Most drugs are used legally. As 

American culture is 

pro-drug. Indeed, 

the large baby boom 

cohort is notorious for 

its liberal attitudes 

toward drug use, and 

large percentages 

of Americans have 

experimented with a 

variety of illicit drugs. 

Because of these 

attitudes and behaviors, 

is America reaping what 

it has sown regarding 

drugs?
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c h a p t e r  4 Illegal Drug Use and Delinquency 107

an adult, you can legally consume alcohol and smoke tobacco, although where 
you may smoke is increasingly being restricted. Even children can legally drink 
liquid refreshments, such as Red Bull, that is loaded with caffeine and buy 
aspirin over-the-counter. But these are not the major focus of concern when 
talking about the drug problem in America. The drug problem, especially for 
young people, involves cocaine, crack, ecstasy, heroin, LSD, and marijuana.
 Each fall, over 14 million high school students return to school.10  Many of 
them will enter buildings where licit and illicit drugs are stashed, sold, and used. 
According to the National Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse, “By the 
time students reach twelfth grade, 70 percent have smoked cigarettes, 81 percent 
have drunk alcohol and 47 percent have used marijuana. Each year, 13.2 million 
students (ages 12 to 17) become new users of tobacco, alcohol and drugs.”11 
 The problem of adolescent drug use is complex and cannot be understood 
apart from the broader nature of drug use in the larger society. In this chapter, 
we will examine the nature and extent of the drug problem facing youth, 
explanations of why juveniles use drugs, the relationship between drug use and 
delinquency, and different ways of responding to adolescent drug use.

PATTERNS OF ADOLESCENT DRUG USE

Prior to the 1960s, adolescent drug use was relatively rare. That changed as the 
“drug culture” burst upon the scene in the early sixties. LSD, marijuana, “up-
pers,” and “downers,” initially used by college students and those in the hippie 
counterculture, eventually spread to the high school and middle school level. 
Whether it was an attraction to the lifestyle of the hippies, a simple interest in 
“getting high,” or a growing alienation from the norms and values of conven-
tional society, more youths began to turn on with an ever-increasing variety of 
drugs. The drugs of choice among youths vary over time, and there is a continu-
ous fl ow of new drugs and rediscovery of older drugs by each generation. 

Measuring Adolescent Drug Use

It is diffi cult to obtain an accurate estimate of the incidence and prevalence of 
delinquency. Consequently, a variety of different measures (arrest data, self-
report surveys, and victim surveys) are used to produce the best estimates pos-
sible. Drug use is equally diffi cult to measure. Because illicit drug use is consid-
ered to be a “victimless crime,” the National Crime Victimization Survey does 
not inquire into drug violations. One estimate of adolescent drug use comes 
from Uniform Crime Reports (UCR) data on people arrested for drug viola-
tions. Three additional estimates are produced from self-report surveys on drug 
use, such as the University of Michigan’s Monitoring the Future survey of high 
school students,12 the U.S. Department of Health and Human Service’s National 
Survey on Drug Use and Health,13 and the National Youth Risk Behavior Sur-
vey conducted by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention.14

 The past four decades have witnessed major shifts in juvenile drug use. 
Among both boys and girls, illicit drug use increased at an alarming rate between 
1965 and 1974, with drug use by girls converging toward levels similar to that 
of boys. However, from the mid-1970s to the mid-1980s, arrests of juveniles for 
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drug violations declined. Then, as crack cocaine use increased during the late 
1980s, so did arrests of juveniles for drug offenses. Between 1990 and 1997, the 
juvenile arrest rate for drug abuse violations increased 145 percent. The arrest 
rate declined 22 percent between 1997 and 2003; however, the 2003 rate was 
still almost double the 1990 rate. The changes in adolescent drug use between 
1990 and 2003 were different for males and females. For boys, arrests for drug 
violations increased 81 percent; for girls the increase was 184 percent.15 Overall 
arrests of juveniles for drug violations have continued to drop nearly 30 percent 
since 2003. Today, approximately 141,000 juveniles are arrested annually for 
drug violations.16 
 UCR data are far from perfect. First, with respect to drug arrests, they do 
not distinguish between arrests for specifi c kinds of drugs—for example, mari-
juana versus crack. Second, UCR data refl ect only those juveniles arrested for 
drug violations, and, as with most other victimless crimes, most people who use 
drugs do so out of sight of police and with others who are not likely to report 
their drug use to authorities. These data, in other words, do not refl ect hidden 
or secret drug use; arrest data grossly underestimate the amount of drug use by 
adolescents today.
 Each year, the Institute for Social Research at the University of Michigan 
examines patterns of drug use and attitudes about illicit drugs in its survey of 
8th-, 10th-, and 12th-grade students and includes nearly 50,000 students in over 
400 secondary schools. The annual survey conducted by the U.S. Department 
of Health and Human Services and funded by the National Institute on Drug 
Abuse measures the prevalence of illicit drug use throughout the U.S. civilian, 
noninstitutionalized population age 12 and older. Both of these national self-
report surveys provide three different measures of drug use—lifetime prevalence 
(use of a drug at least once during the respondent’s lifetime), annual prevalence 
(use of a drug at least once during the prior year), and 30-day prevalence (use 
of a drug at least once during the previous month)—as well as a measure of fre-
quency of use. The self-report survey conducted by the Centers for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention monitors six categories of health-risk behaviors, including 
alcohol and other drug use. Each year they survey students in grades 8 through 
12 throughout the nation, combining the data with an additional 32 state sur-
veys and 18 local surveys. All of these self-report surveys, unlike the UCR, pro-
vide information on the use of specifi c drugs.

Current Adolescent Drug Use

Based on the most recent data available, 141,035 juveniles were arrested for 
drug abuse violations, accounting for about 10 percent of all drug arrests. Of 
all juveniles arrested for drug violations, 16 percent were under age 15. Juveniles 
were arrested for liquor law violations (92,556 arrests) and public drunkenness 
(11,816 arrests) in 2005.17 About 2 percent of 12- and 13-year-olds reported 
current illicit drug use with inhalants and prescription-type drugs being used 
without medical reason being the clear drug of choice. Slightly over 8 percent of 
14- and 15-year-olds reported they currently used illicit drugs with marijuana 
their drug of choice. About 17 percent of youths ages 16 and 17 reported current 
use and, like 14- and 15-year-olds, their drug of choice was marijuana. During 
the month prior to the survey, about 16 percent of adolescents in grades 8, 10, or 
12 reported using some illicit drug.18 
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 Substantial numbers of juveniles are initiated into drug use each year. In 
2006, for instance, about two million juveniles initiated marijuana use, nearly 
500,000 juveniles used cocaine for the fi rst time, and over four million youths 
were initiated into drinking alcohol. Interestingly, new initiates into drug use are 
most likely to have fi rst tried marijuana, alcohol, or cigarettes during the sum-
mer months, as opposed to other times of the year. In the summer, teens appear 
to be less supervised and have more diffi culty fi nding jobs to keep them busy.19 
Whether these youths become regular users, use only occasionally, or quit after 
initial use is not yet known. More than 6 percent of adolescents are diagnosed 
with treatment needs for alcoholism and more than 5 percent need treatment for 
other substance abuse.20

 Adolescent males are signifi cantly more likely than females to be arrested 
for drug offenses, with males comprising 83 percent of all juvenile drug arrests. 
Although boys are arrested for drug offenses more than four times as often as 
girls, the difference, according to Joan McCord and her colleagues, may be that 
boys use drugs more frequently than girls in public places, thereby increasing 
their likelihood of being arrested.21 White youths comprised 73 percent of all 
juvenile drug offense arrests, while African American youths accounted for 
26 percent of drug arrests.22 Referrals of juvenile drug offenders to the juve-
nile court refl ect similar racial patterns: White youths accounted for 71 percent 
of drug cases; African American juveniles, 27 percent; and other adolescents, 
2 percent.23 Although white youths comprise the vast majority of drug arrests 
and court referrals at the national level, offi cial processing of juvenile drug of-
fenders in many large cities suggests disparities in the opposite direction. For 
example, in Illinois, African Americans are 59 percent of youths arrested for 
drug crimes. In Cook County (Chicago), African Americans comprise 95 per-
cent of juvenile drug offenders transferred to criminal court to be tried as adults. 
Furthermore, 91 percent of youths admitted to Illinois State Prisons from Cook 
County for drug offenses were African American. It should be noted that almost 
70 percent of all juvenile drug arrests in Illinois occurred in Cook County. 24 

 Alcohol-related arrests refl ect a signifi cantly different pattern and one not 
consistent with self-report surveys or other studies of adolescent drinking pat-
terns. Whites accounted for more than 90 percent of all juvenile arrests for li-
quor law violations and public drunkenness. These arrest fi gures are interest-
ing in that white and African American high school seniors report much more 
similar frequencies of alcohol use. Six percent of white seniors reported heavy 
monthly alcohol consumption, compared to fi ve percent of African American 
seniors. White seniors are more likely, however, to be “binge” drinkers. About 
36 percent of white seniors reported consuming fi ve or more drinks in a row on 
one or more occasions during the two-week period prior to the survey, compared 
to only 12 percent of African American seniors.25

Trends in Drug Use

During the last third of the 20th century, adolescents were using illicit drugs 
at rates never before seen in this country. By 1975 the majority of youths 
(55 percent) had used an illicit drug by the time they left high school. By 1981 
this fi gure had increased to 66 percent, but then gradually declined to 41 per-
cent in 1992. In 2003 it had again risen to 51 percent. However, the patterns do 
vary somewhat depending upon the specifi c illicit drug (see Table 4-1). In 2006 
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the proportion of adolescents ever having tried any illicit drug in their lifetime 
was 21 percent, 36 percent, and 48 percent for youths in grades 8, 10, and 12, 
respectively. In other words, half of the students today have tried an illicit drug, 
which during adolescence includes cigarettes and alcohol, by the time they fi nish 
high school. According to the Monitoring the Future survey, estimates in 2006 
represented the fi fth consecutive decline in teen drug use.26

Marijuana Use The percentage of high school seniors reporting that they had 
ever tried marijuana rose during the last half of the 1970s and reached a peak in 
1980, with 60 percent admitting having tried the drug at least once in their life-
time. Since 1980, marijuana use by seniors steadily and signifi cantly declined, 
dropping to slightly over 40 percent in 1990. Unfortunately, as with adolescent 
drug use generally, marijuana use rose during the 1990s. By 2006, 42 percent of 
the seniors reported having used marijuana at some point in their lifetimes, and 
32 percent reported marijuana use annually.

Cocaine Use The percentage of high school seniors reporting having ever 
tried cocaine nearly doubled between 1975 and 1985 when 17 percent of seniors 
reported having tried cocaine. Cocaine use declined over the next two decades, 
reaching a low of only 8 percent in 2003. Today, only about 9 percent of high 
school seniors reported ever using cocaine. Perhaps more important, the per-
centage of seniors reporting use of cocaine during the prior 12-month period 
dropped noticeably from 13 percent in 1985 to only 3 percent in 1992, but then 
rose again to 5 percent in 2006. The use of crack cocaine by seniors during the 
prior year, a fi gure never very high, dropped from nearly 4 percent in 1987 to 
2 percent in 2006.

Other Drug Use The use of other drugs by high school seniors followed the 
broad trends in adolescent drug use, generally declining between the mid-1970s 
and the late 1980s. The use of drugs, such as amphetamines and LSD, both popu-
lar in the late 1960s and early 1970s, fl uctuated during the period between 1980 
and 1995 and then fell noticeably in recent years. Ecstasy (MDMA) use was fi rst 
measured among high school students in 1996 with fewer than 5 percent report-

table 4-1  Percentage of High School Seniors Repor ting Ever Having Used 

Specif ic Drugs, 1975–2006

DRUG 1975 1980 1985 1990 1995 2000 2006

Alcohol 90.4 93.2 92.2 89.5 80.7 80.3 72.7

Cigarettes 73.6 71.0 68.8 64.4 64.2 62.5 47.1

Marijuana 47.3 60.3 54.2 40.7 41.7 48.8 42.3

Tranquilizers* 17.0 15.2 11.9  7.2  7.1  8.9 10.3

Cocaine  9.0 15.7 17.3  9.4  6.0  8.6  8.5

Hallucinogens 16.3 13.3 10.3  9.4 12.7  6.9  8.3

Heroin  2.2  1.1  1.2  1.3  1.6  2.4  1.4

*Refl ects only drugs used without a doctor’s prescription.

Source: Lloyd Johnston, Patrick O’Malley, Jerald Bachman, and John Schulenberg, Monitoring the Future, National 

Survey Results on Drug Use, 1975–2006 (Bethesda, MD: National Institute on Drug Abuse, 2007). 

M4313.indb   110M4313.indb   110 8/23/07   4:08:27 PM8/23/07   4:08:27 PM



c h a p t e r  4 Illegal Drug Use and Delinquency 111

ing having used the drug during the past year. After increasing to 9 percent in 
2000, ecstasy use among seniors declined to only 4 percent in 2003 (see Box 4-1). 
Heroin use by seniors has never been widely accepted. However, the decade of 
the 1990s showed a very steady increase in its use, rising from less than 1 percent 
in 1991 to nearly 3 percent in 2000 and declining again to 1 percent in 2006. 
Overall drug use trends have varied by grade level. The youngest respondents, 8th 
graders, have shown the largest proportional drop in their use of nearly all of the 
illicit drugs since the recent peak rates of the 1990s. In 2006 the declines in drug 
use among 8th graders have stabilized. On the other hand, the older teens in 10th 
and 12th grades are today showing the greatest declines in drug use.27

 Sometimes adolescents discover that over-the-counter, nonprescription med-
icines can produce a desired “high.” One of the latest drug fads involves cough 
and cold medicines containing dextromethorphan, or DXM. More than 120 such 
medicines, including Robitussin can be purchased at grocery, drug, and discount 
stores throughout the nation. When taken in heavy doses, they can produce a loss 
of motor control and hallucinations similar to the effects of phencyclidine (PCP). 
Adolescents do not have to drink entire bottles of syrup to go “Robotripping.” 
They can simply pop a number of pills, such as Coricidin HBP Cough and Cold 
tablets, which contain a more potent dose of DXM.28

Alcohol and Cigarette Use While use of illicit drugs has broadly declined, 
alcohol use by high school seniors remained fairly steady between 1975 and 
1990, but then declined over the next 15 years. Cigarette smoking by seniors also 
has declined, with reported lifetime prevalence dropping from about 74 percent 
in 1975 to 47 percent in 2006. Overall monthly smoking rates fell by between 
30 and 50 percent among students in grades 8, 10, and 12 as smoking was in-
creasingly viewed as more dangerous and socially unacceptable. Like drug use 
among seniors, eighth-grader drug use fl uctuated during the period between 

None of the eventual 
outcomes of hard-
core drug use are 

positive. Given this, 
why are drugs so 

prevalent in the 
United States? Why 
do many Americans 

express tolerance 
toward illegal drugs?
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T
he use of ecstasy or MDMA among 
young people has been a major concern 
in recent years. Part of the problem with 

ecstasy is the inaccurate belief that it is a rel-
atively harmless drug, an innocent high that 
can be purchased for about $25 per dose. 
Ecstasy use can result in severe and irrepa-
rable damage to the human body. MDMA (3,4 
methylenedioxy-methamphetamine) belongs 
to the amphetamine family of compounds and 
has properties of both stimulants and hallu-
cinogens. Even though MDMA does not pro-
duce true hallucinations, as a result of being 
under the infl uence of the drug, users often 
report feelings of distorted time and percep-
tion, which lasts four to six hours. 

Ecstasy works in the brain by increasing 
the activity levels of the three major neuro-
transmitters: dopamine, norepinepherine, and 
serotonin. It especially increases serotonin, 
which is involved in mood regulation, sleep, 
pain, emotion, appetite, and other behaviors. 
By increasing the production of these neu-
rotransmitters, MDMA also depletes them. 
In addition, MDMA affects the cardiovascular 
system, such as the pumping ability of the 
heart, and the ability of the body to regulate 
its internal temperature. Since MDMA users 
often engage in strenuous activity (e.g., danc-
ing at clubs), MDMA’s effects on the heart 
could increase the risk of heart damage or 
other cardiovascular complications. 

Exposure to MDMA rapidly and persistently 
destroys a key marker of serotonergic func-
tion in regions known to have a high density 
of serotonin neurons, including the striatum 
and cortex. More detailed examination of this 
structural damage shows that MDMA appears 
to prune, or reduce in number, serotonin 
axons and axon terminals. Eighteen months 
after a short course of MDMA, investigators 
found that some brain regions had substan-

tial loss of serotonin axon terminals, while a 
few others had more serotonin axon termi-
nals. This pattern is a hallmark of axon prun-
ing, since nerve cells will often grow replace-
ment terminals upstream of the damaged 
terminals. These results, then, are evidence 
not only of MDMA’s neurotoxicity, but of the 
brain attempting to rewire the serotonin sys-
tem after damage. This effect is particularly 
damaging for developing brains and thus can 
result in birth defects. If female users errone-
ously believe that ecstasy is a harmless drug, 
the long-term effects of MDMA use during 
pregnancy are potentially severe. 

Finally, MDMA present users with an array 
of psychiatric changes as the result of ec-
stasy abuse, including increased obsessive 
traits, anxiety, paranoia, disturbed sleep, and 
substance abuse disorders. Indeed, the use 
of MDMA along with other drugs, such as co-
caine, is troubling. Acute drug intoxication is 
the leading cause of death among MDMA mor-
talities, the second leading cause of death is 
homicide. Overall, the science behind MDMA 
illustrates emphatically that ecstasy is a very 
dangerous substance. 

Sources: National Institute on Drug Abuse, Ecstasy: What We 

Know and Don’t Know about MDMA A Scientifi c Review, online 

at http://www.drugabuse.gov/PDF/MDMAConf.pdf, accessed 

April 21, 2007; Tom Ter Bogt and Rutger Engels, “Partying 

Hard: Party Style, Motives for and Effects of MDMA Use at 

Rave Parties,” Substance Use and Misuse 40:1479–1502 

(2005); Joachim Uys and Raymond Niesink, “Pharmacologi -

cal Aspects of the Combined Use of 3,4-methylenedioxy-

methamphetamine (MDMA, Ecstasy) and Gamma-

Hydroxbutyric Acid (GHB): A Review of the Literature,” Drug 

and Alcohol Review 24:359–368 (2005); James Gill, Jona-

than Hayes, Ian deSouza, Elizabeth Marker, and Marina Sta-

jic, “Ecstasy (MDMA) Deaths in New York City: A Case Series 

and Review of the Literature,” Journal of Forensic Sciences 

47:121–126 (2002); Kenneth Tardiff, Peter Marzuk, Kira Low-

ell, Laura Portera, and Andrew Leon, “A Study of Drug Abuse 

and Other Causes of Homicide in New York,” Journal of Crimi-

nal Justice 30:317–325 (2002).

The Science of Ecstasy/MDMA
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1991 and 2006. As shown in Table 4-2, while lifetime use of any illicit drug in-
creased, the increase was largely due to increased marijuana use, with very mod-
est increases in use of cocaine and heroin. Eighth-grader use of LSD, alcohol, 
and cigarettes actually fell nearly by half.
 One word of caution is needed in considering fi ndings from these surveys. 
The school survey (including 8th-, 10th-, and 12th-graders) does not provide 
information on youths who are absent from school (about 18 percent of the en-
rolled students) or youths who have dropped out of high school (about 15 per-
cent for this survey). These two groups of students are likely to be among the 
most vulnerable to serious drug use.29 The National Household Survey of 12- to 
17-year-olds also underestimates serious drug use by adolescents. It does not 
include institutionalized youths, transients, and people unable to be identifi ed 
through normal census identifi cation procedures. It is important to recognize 
that adolescent drug use is not confi ned to the United States. A discussion of 
drug use by juveniles in a variety of countries is found in Box 4-2.

Changes in Adolescent Attitudes Toward Drugs

Many youths today perceive illicit drugs to be relatively dangerous or at least 
risky. The Monitoring the Future survey of adolescent drug use provides some 
interesting fi ndings (see Table 4-3). Students in 8th, 10th, and 12th grades were 
asked how much they thought people risked harming themselves if they engaged 
in certain patterns of drug use. The differences between 8th and 12th graders 
in their perceptions of risk are very interesting. Eighth-grade students were sig-
nifi cantly less likely than seniors to see a great risk in taking LSD regularly, in 
trying cocaine powder occasionally, and in smoking one or more packs of ciga-
rettes per day. Seniors, on the other hand, were less likely than 8th graders to 
see great risk in smoking marijuana regularly, taking MDMA (ecstasy) or crack 
occasionally, and drinking one or two alcoholic beverages nearly every day.
 Perceptions of risk are not necessarily shared between parents and children. 
For example, a study by the Partnership for a Drug Free America reported that 
33 percent of the parents surveyed thought that their children viewed marijuana 
as harmful, although only 18 percent of the 13- to 18-year-olds felt that smok-
ing marijuana was risky.30 

table 4-2  Percentage of Eighth-Graders Repor ting Ever Having Used Specif ic 

Drugs, 1991–2006

DRUG 1991 1993 1995 1997 2000 2003 2006

Any illicit drug 18.7 22.5 28.5 29.4 26.8 22.8 20.9

Marijuana 10.2 12.6 19.9 22.6 20.3 17.5 15.7

LSD  2.7  3.5  4.4  4.7  3.9  2.1  1.6

Cocaine  2.3  2.9  4.2  4.4  4.5  3.6  3.4

Heroin  1.2  1.4  2.3  2.1  1.9  1.6  1.4

Alcohol 70.1 67.1 54.5 53.8 51.7 45.6 40.5

Cigarettes 44.0 45.3 46.4 47.3 40.5 28.4 24.6

Source: Lloyd Johnston, Patrick O’Malley, and Jerald Bachman, Monitoring the Future: National Results on Adoles-

cent Drug Use: Overview of Key Findings 2006 (Bethesda, MD: National Institute on Drug Abuse, 2007).
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T
he use of illicit drugs by adolescents is 
not unique to the United States; youths 
around the world experiment with and use 

a variety of drugs in ways not too dissimilar to 
their American counterparts. The International 
Self-Reported Delinquency Project (ISRD) has 
examined drug use and delinquency among 
respondents in Belgium, England and Wales, 
Finland, Germany, Greece, Holland, Italy, 
Northern Ireland, Portugal, Spain, Switzerland, 
and the United States. Research has found 
that, like American youths, adolescents from 
around the globe demonstrate a multifaceted 
involvement in drug use and delinquency. For 
example, a survey of 21,000 Spanish youths 
ages 14 to 18 found that the use of cocaine 
has increased dramatically in recent years. 
Only 5 percent of 18-year-olds had used co-
caine at least once in 1994, compared to 
9 percent in 1998. There was a threefold in-
crease in cocaine use by 16-year-olds during 
the same period, with 2 percent having used 
cocaine at least once in 1994 compared to 5 
percent in 1998.

Over 1,700 tenth-graders in Bogota, Co-
lombia, were surveyed in 1997 and nearly 90 
percent reported having used alcohol at least 
once during their lifetime, and 54 percent re-
ported they started drinking before age 12. 
Some 77 percent of the youths reported hav-
ing used tobacco at least once during their 
lifetime, with 60 percent reporting tobacco 
use during the 30 days prior to the survey. 
Eleven percent of the youths reported hav-
ing used marijuana at least once during their 
lifetime. Slightly more than one-third of the 
students reported having fi rst used marijuana 
when they were 15 or 16 years old; although 
about 5 percent indicated they fi rst experi-
mented with marijuana before age 9. 

In a survey of nearly 1,600 Australian 
adolescents ages 14 to 19, it was reported 
that about 45 percent of the respondents had 
used marijuana at least once in their lifetime, 
and 78 percent of that group had used it 
during the year prior to the survey. The use 

of marijuana signifi cantly increased with age: 
24 percent of 14- to 15-year-olds had tried 
marijuana at least once, compared to 47 per-
cent of 16- to 17-year-olds and 63 percent of 
18- to 19-year-olds. The average age of fi rst 
use of marijuana was 14.6 years old. Even 
though the proportion of adolescent males 
having ever tried marijuana changed little 
between 1995 and 1998, the proportion of 
females reporting having ever used marijuana 
nearly doubled during the same period, in-
creasing from 24.4 percent in 1995 to 45.2 
percent in 1998. While many Australian 
youths who had tried marijuana stopped us-
ing the drug, about 21 percent of those who 
continued to smoke marijuana reported using 
it on a weekly basis and 7 percent smoke it 
daily.

Although both licit and illicit drug use by 
youths in Taiwan is substantially lower than 
among American youths, the Taiwanese gov-
ernment is concerned about its apparent in-
crease in use and related social and health 
problems. A survey of approximately 2,200 
13- to 18-year-olds was conducted in a rural 
county in Taiwan. Seven percent of the youths 
reported tobacco use, 2 percent reported 
chewing betel gum, nearly 2 percent currently 
drank alcohol, and 1 percent reported illicit 
drug use. Males ages 13 to 15 were much 
more likely than females to use tobacco 
(9 percent compared to 3 percent), but they 
were only slightly more likely to use alcohol 
(4 percent compared to 2 percent) or illicit 
drugs (0.7 percent compared to 0.4 percent).

Smoking is considered to be the greatest 
substance abuse problem among adolescents 
in China. Almost all of the 320 million smok-
ers in China began smoking as teenagers, 
with the average age of onset being before 
age 15. Most youths initially experimented 
with smoking out of curiosity. Chinese youths 
also obtain a degree of status in smoking 
foreign-brand cigarettes, especially Marlboro.
The Chinese government is attempting to 
counter the “cool” image of the teenage 

Adolescent Drug Use in Other Countries
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 Although adolescents perceive drug use as carrying risks, they are also quick 
to report that most drugs are “fairly or very easy” to get. Understandably, high 
school seniors are more likely than 10th-graders and 8th-graders to report drugs 
as easy to obtain. While nearly 93 percent of the seniors said alcohol was “fairly 
easy to get,” only 83 percent of the 10th-graders and 63 percent of the 8th-
graders so indicated. About three times as many seniors as 8th-graders report 
marijuana and MDMA are easy to obtain, and seniors are about twice as likely 
to say LSD and heroin are fairly easy to get.31 
 One reason youth fi nd drugs, especially marijuana, easy to obtain is that they 
usually receive drugs from close friends. For example, over 60 percent of youth 
age 12 to 17 who used marijuana obtained it for free or shared someone else’s 
marijuana. Only about one-third of youthful marijuana users obtained the drug 
through a purchase, and such purchases were most likely to be from someone they 
had just met or did not know well. And the majority of marijuana-using youth 

table 4-3  Perceived Harmfulness in Drug Use by 8th, 10th, and 12th Grade 

Students, 2005

PERCENT SAYING “GREAT RISK” IF THEY: 8TH GRADE 10TH GRADE 12TH GRADE

Smoke marijuana regularly 73.2 64.9 57.9

Take LSD regularly 40.0 60.7 69.3

Take MDMA (ecstasy) occasionally 52.0 71.3 59.3

Take crack occasionally 68.7 76.2 64.8

Take cocaine powder occasionally 64.0 71.3 61.9

Take heroin occasionally without using a needle 75.3 83.6 76.2

Take one or two drinks nearly every day 31.3 31.7 25.3

Smoke one or more packs of cigarettes per day 59.4 67.7 77.6

Source: Lloyd Johnston, Patrick O’Malley, Jerald Bachman, and John Schulenberg, Monitoring the Future: National 

Results on Adolescent Drug Use: Overview of Key Findings, 2006 (Bethesda, MD: National Institute on Drug Abuse, 

2007).

smoker by advertising campaigns designed to 
portray adolescent smokers as social misfi ts. 

Sources: Xavier Bosch, “Survey Shows Cocaine Use by Span-

ish Adolescents on the Rise,” The Lancet 355:2230 (2000); 

Kow-Tong Chen, Chien-Jen Chen, Anne Fagot-Campagna, and 

K. M. V. Narayan, “Tobacco, Betel Quid, Alcohol, and Illicit 

Drug Use Among 13- to 35-Year-Olds in I-Lan, Rural Taiwan: 

Prevalence and Risk Factors,” American Journal of Public 

Health 91:1130–1134 (2001); Tsung Cheng, “Teenage Smok-

ing in China,” Journal of Adolescence 22:607–620 (1999); 

Miguel Prez and Helda Pinon-Prez, “Alcohol, Tobacco, and 

Other Psychoactive Drug Use Among High School Students 

in Bogota, Colombia,” Journal of School Health 70:377–380 

(2000); Amanda Reid, Michael Lynskey, and Jan Copeland, 

“Cannabis Use Among Australian Adolescents: Findings of 

the 1998 National Drug Strategy Household Survey,” Austra-

lian and New Zealand Journal of Public Health 24:596–602 

(2000); Martin Killias and Denis Ribeaud, “Drug Use and 

Crime Among Juveniles: An International Perspective,” Stud-

ies on Crime and Crime Prevention 8:189–209 (1999).

Adolescent Drug Use in Other Countries —continued
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obtained the drug from a friend, regardless of whether they bought it or obtained 
it for free or shared it.32

 Clearly, high school and middle school students use drugs and fi nd drugs 
rather easy to obtain. Sometimes they can be obtained from other students who 
deal drugs within the school. Just how many students bring drugs to school is 
less well documented than the number of students who bring guns to school (see 
Chapter 3), but enough school administrators are concerned about the prob-
lem to bring police to school to conduct sweep searches of lockers and some-
times even random searches of students (see Chapter 11). And sometimes, these 
searches may legally cross the line. For a discussion of a controversial drug raid 
in a South Carolina high school, see Box 4-3.

CAUSES OF ADOLESCENT DRUG USE

Theories of juvenile delinquency, ranging from early classical and neoclassical 
theories that emphasize free will and choice to deterministic theories that blame 
crime on biological, psychological, and sociological factors will be discussed in 
later chapters. All these perspectives provide good, strong explanations for why 
youths use illicit drugs or legal drugs inappropriately; however, in this section 
our focus will be on fi ve approaches based on the sociological perspective as 
they apply to the causes of adolescent drug use.

Double Failure by the Individual

In strain theory, Robert Merton argued that in a competitive and materialistic 
society in which success through legitimate avenues is attainable by relatively 
few individuals, those unable to achieve success may choose deviant modes 
of adaptation to deal with their failure (see Chapter 6).33 An individual who 
chooses retreatism as an adaptation rejects both the cultural goal of success and 
the approved means to achieve success. Merton suggests that moral scruples also 
prevent the individual from choosing criminal means to achieve success as well. 
Richard Cloward and Lloyd Ohlin believe that the avoidance of illegitimate 
means is due not to the constraint of the person’s scruples but, rather, to the 
lack of opportunity to utilize such means in the pursuit of success.34 Regardless 
of who is right, drug use is seen as deriving from failing to “make it” in con-
ventional society as well as failing to achieve success in the criminal world. The 
person has failed twice and, consequently, retreats into a world of drugs. 
 More than four decades after Cloward and Ohlin introduced their theory, 
Stephen Baron and Timothy Hartnagel interviewed 200 homeless adolescents liv-
ing in a large western Canadian city and found that perceived lack of opportuni-
ties for viable employment contributed to delinquency and drug use. Moreover, 
the effects of many young people who were similarly disaffected by their job pros-
pects contributed to worsening drug involvement.35 Similarly, Robert Agnew’s 
general strain theory is an extension of the “double failure” idea. He contends 
that various sources of strain contribute to depression and an escapist withdrawal 
from society into drug use (see Chapter 6). Nicole Leeper Piquero and Miriam 
Sealock have tested this idea and found that social strain did contribute to feel-
ings of depression, especially among young females.36 In turn, depression is an 
important factor that can plunge adolescents into serious drug abuse.37  

The retreatist alcoholic 

or drug addict is a social 

type described by Merton 

and Cloward and Ohlin. 

Are retreatists living 

evidence that certain 

people lack the capacity 

to participate in society? 

Are retreatists useful for 

other members of society 

since they provide a 

point of comparison to 

measure life success?

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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 However, a number of ethnographic studies do not support the double fail-
ure theory of drug use. This research suggests that many persons, at least among 
those who use expensive drugs and heroin, have reasonably successful criminal 
lifestyles.38 According to Charles Faupel and his colleagues, the theoretical no-
tion that drug users are double failures is seductive because people who are not 
part of the drug culture cannot understand why a person would use drugs in 

I
t was 6:45 A.M. on a Wednesday morning 
in early November 2003. The video surveil-
lance cameras at Stratford High School in 

Goose Creek, South Carolina, were running. 
Students were walking down the school hall-
way with backpacks on their backs. Two girls 
talked with each other as they passed by a 
group of boys gathered next to their lock-
ers. Suddenly, three police offi cers with guns 
drawn rushed toward the boys. In the commo-
tion, the two girls with the backpacks and one 
of the boys fell to the fl oor. Students farther 
down the hall looked to see what was hap-
pening. Eleven more police offi cers entered 
the hallway. One offi cer wrestled a boy to 
the ground while another offi cer held his gun 
in both hands, swinging it back and forth in 
front of the students. A few minutes later the 
drug dogs entered the hallway and began to 
sniff the backpacks. Nearly 130 students ei-
ther sat or lay on the ground or were on their 
knees, hands over their heads. At least a 
dozen of the youths were restrained with fl ex-
cuffs or disposable, plastic strip handcuffs. 
No drugs were found and no arrests for drugs 
were made. One student, a ninth grader, was 
charged with fi ling a false police report after 
claiming an offi cer shoved her to the fl oor 
during the search. A review of the video tape 
showed that the girl was not in the hallway 
during the drug raid.

What happened? Or perhaps more impor-
tant, why did what seemed to be such an in-
appropriate police drug raid in a school hap-
pen? School administrators had been told 
some weeks earlier that students were bring-
ing drugs to school and that drug sales were 
occurring on school property. The principal 

contacted the police, who began an investiga-
tion. After monitoring the school’s surveillance 
cameras for a number of days, the police were 
convinced they saw what appeared to be or-
ganized drug activity with students acting as 
lookouts and others concealing themselves 
from the cameras. With consent of the school 
administrators, the police arrived early at the 
school that morning and got themselves into 
position. Teachers had been assigned loca-
tions to secure the hallway and to keep other 
students from entering. School offi cials said 
they had no idea the police would draw their 
guns during the raid. A Goose Creek police 
lieutenant said that the offi cers drew their 
guns “as a matter of offi cer safety” and that 
the students placed in cuffs had failed to “re-
spond to repeated police instruction.”  

Civil lawsuits have been fi led on behalf of 
38 students who claim their rights were vio-
lated. Some parents had asked that criminal 
charges be fi led against the police and school 
offi cials. In July 2004, the state attorney gen-
eral decided such charges would not be forth-
coming, although he said that “such raid tac-
tics are well suited for a crack house, but not 
a school house.”

Sources: Tony Bartelme, “School Raid Raises Questions 

About Drug War,” The Post and Courier, online at http://

archives.postandcourier.com/archive/arch03/1103/

arc11161451970.shtml, accessed April 21, 2007; “State 

Investigating High School Drug Sweep,” online at http://

www.thestate.com/mld/thestate/news/local/7215835, ac -

cessed April 21, 2007; “Police, School District Defend Drug 

Raid,” online at http://www.cnn.com/2003/US/South/11/

07/school.raid/, accessed April 21, 2007; “Drug Raid 

Accountability,” online at http://www.charleston.net/stories/

070404/edi_04edit2.shtml, accessed April 21, 2007. 

A Drug Raid in School
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the fi rst place: “Why else would anyone use drugs or become addicted? Surely, 
they would prefer another lifestyle! The evidence suggests, however, that, in-
deed, many addicts do freely choose a drug-using lifestyle, indeed preferring it 
to nine-to-fi ve routines.”39 

Learning to Use Drugs

Edwin Sutherland was among the fi rst criminologists to suggest that delinquent 
behavior is learned (see Chapter 6). The idea that a youth learns delinquent be-
havior through an interactive process has been extended by integrating Suther-
land’s principles of differential association with theories of operant conditioning 
drawn from the fi eld of psychology. Social learning theory argues that a person’s 
behavior is the result of group-based reinforced learning situations.40 According 
to Erich Goode, adolescents learn to defi ne behaviors as good or bad through 
their intimate interactions with other youths in certain groups. Different groups 
express different norms regarding illicit drugs and differentially reward or pun-
ish the use or distribution of drugs by members of the group.41 Often times, so-
cial groups that condone substance use similarly engage in other forms of risky 
behavior. Angela Gover explored the social learning approach to adolescent 
drug use based on data from 5,545 high school students. Gover found that teens 
tended to associate with other peers who use drugs and alcohol, were sexually 
promiscuous, and committed crimes, such as drunk driving. Moreover, youths 
in these social groups were also signifi cantly likely to be victimized in romantic 
relationships.42 In short, the group processes that encouraged drug use similarly 
infl uenced delinquency and victimization. 
 Adolescent drug use, then, is positively reinforced by exposure to drug-using 
role models, approval of drug use by peers, and the perceived positive or plea-
surable effects of the drug itself. To the extent that the individual’s drug use is 
also not negatively reinforced either by bad effects of the drug or by statements 
or actions by parents, peers, or authorities, drug use will persist. There is strong 
empirical support for the idea that social learning processes form a causal basis 
for adolescent substance use.43 For instance, Jacquelyn Monroe examined the 
effects of social learning and teen smoking based on data from the National 
Center for Health Statistics and found that associating with delinquent peers, 
identifying with delinquent peers, holding delinquent defi nitions, and imitating 
delinquent peers signifi cantly predicted tobacco use.44 
 Might this learning process involve something as simple as watching people 
use drugs in movies? While Sutherland argued that learning needed to occur 
in face-to-face, intimate interactions, he had not anticipated the impact of the 
media culture in the late 20th century. One study that examined the effect of 
viewing smoking in movies on adolescent smoking initiation was conducted by 
Madeline Dalton and her colleagues using a surveyed sample of 3,547 children 
between the ages of 10 and 14 who had never tried cigarettes. The youth were 
then followed up 13 to 26 months later with a survey inquiring into their current 
use of cigarettes and which of 50 popular movies they had watched during the 
study period. Findings from the study strongly suggest that youth who watched 
the most movies judged to have the greatest portrayal of smoking were about 
“three times more likely to initiate smoking than those with the least amount of 
exposure.”45 Moreover, children with parents who did not smoke were signifi -
cantly more susceptible to the impact of watching smoking in movies.
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Subcultural Socialization into Drug Use

Another explanation for adolescent drug use is that youths begin to use drugs 
and continue to do so because of their involvement in social groups in which 
drug use is reinforced. Drug subcultures vary. For many adolescents, member-
ship in one drug subculture may bring involvement in other drug subcultures, 
for instance, alcohol-using, marijuana-using, cocaine-using, heroin-using, or 
multiple drug-using subcultures. As an adolescent’s involvement in a drug-using 
subculture deepens, he or she becomes increasingly socialized into the values 
and norms of the group, and drug-using behavior is likely to ensue. Howard 
Becker described the process of becoming a marijuana user through interaction 
with a marijuana-using subculture. For an individual to become a marijuana 
user, three events must occur. First, one must learn the proper technique for 
smoking marijuana to produce the desired effects. Second, one must learn to 
perceive the effects and connect them with marijuana. And third, one must de-
fi ne the effects of marijuana smoking as pleasurable. The smoker “has learned, 
in short, to answer ‘Yes’ to the question: ‘Is it fun?’”46

 But learning to smoke marijuana is not enough to become a regular user. 
A juvenile must also establish a reliable means of supply, keep his or her drug 
use secret from others who may disapprove, and neutralize moral objections to 
marijuana use held by conventional society. Becker suggests that fulfi lling these 
conditions requires involvement in a group that regularly uses marijuana.
 Goode believes that the socialization process within a drug subculture in-
volves much convincing of new users that they have nothing to fear from the 
drug. He has identifi ed fi ve elements critical to the person’s decision to use 
marijuana:

1. The perception of danger or lack of danger.

2. The perception of any benefi t from use of the drug.

3. The attitude toward users of marijuana.

4. The closeness to those advocating use of marijuana.

5. The closeness to those who are trying to get them to smoke marijuana.

 Goode also found that heavy users of marijuana are more involved with 
friends who also used marijuana, as well as other drugs, and who were generally 
more involved in the drug subculture.47 Brian Kelly studied the marijuana sub-
culture among relatively affl uent youths in the New York City vicinity. He found 
that a rather intricate culture, complete with a specifi c sense of style, clothing, 
music, and language, was devoted to marijuana use among these teens. More-
over, important normative differences existed between using marijuana from a 
“bong” versus from a “blunt.”48 Denise Kandel contends that the process of 
socialization into drug use is selective.49 Among early adolescents, drug and al-
cohol use tends to be more situational or even accidental. The specifi c activities 
of the immediate peer group greatly infl uence the behavior of the individual: If 
the youth has friends who drink, he or she will be more likely to drink; if the 
youth has close peers who are drug users, he or she will be more inclined to try 
drugs; and if he or she hangs out with friends who disapprove of alcohol and 
drug use, he or she will not be inclined to use either. In later adolescence, youths 
who have begun to use drugs or alcohol will gradually break away from non-
drug-using peers and move toward peers who do use them. Andy Hochstetler 
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has chronicled the drug-fueled lives of young adult offenders. Almost all of their 
offending careers began during early adolescence when they socialized entirely 
with other drug-abusing peers. Over time, their decisions to engage in various 
forms of delinquency were often simply a need to obtain more drugs and con-
tinue partying.50 
 Finally, it is important to recognize that the effects of subcultural socializa-
tion on substance use are not always negative. There exist among young people 
several social cliques that serve to promote healthy, prosocial forms of behavior 
where there is peer pressure to avoid drug use and delinquency. One example is 
the Straight Edge movement, an identifi able group characterized by vigilantly 
anti-drug attitudes, vegetarianism, and hardcore or punk music.51 Thus, some 
subcultures can effectively insulate adolescents from substance use and delin-
quent behavior.

Weakening of Social Controls

Social control theory argues that delinquency is the result of an absence or 
weakening of the social control mechanisms that ensure conformity (see 
Chapter 6). Without established social controls, people will pursue their self-
interests, including pleasure. A strong social bond to conventional social institu-
tions reduces the likelihood of deviation from normative expectations, whereas 
weakening of the bond releases the individual from the constraints of the 
norms.52

 To the extent that a youth is strongly attached to conventional others (par-
ents, peers, or teachers), is strongly committed to conventional institutions, is 
heavily involved in conventional activities, and strongly believes in conventional 
norms, he or she is unlikely to violate society’s laws and use drugs. Conversely, 
if any of these elements of the social bond are weakened, the juvenile becomes 
more likely to deviate, and drug use becomes more probable. Michael Maume 
and his colleagues examined the effects of marital attachment and delinquent 
peer association on marijuana use. They found that young persons with strong 
attachments to their spouses were signifi cantly likely to desist from marijuana 
use regardless of the number of drug-using peers that they had. This suggests 
that “cutting the grass” is likely among young people who strongly bond to soci-
ety through marriage.53

 Recent analysis of data from the 2006 National Survey on Drug Use and 
Health provides support for the idea that social controls reduce the likelihood of 
a youth getting involved in drug use. For example, youths age 12 to 17 who par-
ticipated in one or more school-based, community-based, or church- or faith-
based activities during the prior year were less likely to have used cigarettes, 
alcohol, or illicit drugs in the past month than youths who did not participate 
in such activities in the past year.54 In addition, youths who attended religious 
services 25 times or more during the prior year were less likely to use alcohol, 
cigarettes, or illicit drugs than youths who attended fewer than 25 times, and 
youths who reported that religious beliefs are a very important part of their lives 
were less likely to use drugs than were youths who reported that religious beliefs 
were unimportant to their lives.55 Finally, more than three million youths were 
considered to be school dropouts. More than half of school dropouts smoked 
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cigarettes during the six months prior to the survey, although dropouts did not 
appear to be any more likely than nondropouts to use illicit drugs.56 

Family Conflict and Poor Parenting

Delinquency frequently occurs as a result of dysfunctional dynamics within the 
home and most often in homes characterized by poverty, disruption, and confl ict. 
It is no surprise that the same conditions produce drug use among children:

Rare in the ghetto today are neighbors whose lives demonstrate that education 
is meaningful, that steady employment is a viable alternative to welfare and 
illegal pursuits, and that a stable family is an aspect of normalcy. . . . More 
and more families, stressed and depleted, are surrounded by others in similar 
straits. This concentration of the persistently poor, unskilled, alienated, unem-
ployed, and unmarried is central to the development of children who grow up 
in such a setting.57

These children often turn to drugs. Parental failures, fi ghting, extreme or incon-
sistent discipline of children, lack of communication, physical and sexual abuse, 
emotional distance, and disrupted marriages all take their toll on children. Drug 
use may help ease the pain of criticism and serve as an escape from the fears of 
the next assault by an abusive parent. (See discussion of differential oppression 
theory in Chapter 7.)
 It has been reported, for example, that adolescent drug use is associated 
with strict or inconsistent parental discipline. Anthony Jurich and his colleagues 
found that adolescents who use illegal drugs daily are more likely to have parents 

Adolescents are 
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youths who use 
drugs also more 
likely to argue with 
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with laissez faire or authoritarian patterns of discipline rather than democratic 
ones or to have parents who were inconsistent in their disciplinary patterns (see 
Chapter 10).58 In addition, a number of studies report that parental confl ict in 
child-rearing philosophy and inconsistent or restrictive discipline were associ-
ated with both marijuana and alcohol use among children.59

 Emotional distance, perceived lack of love, or outright confl ict with parents 
has also been associated with adolescent drug use. Rafaela Robles and her as-
sociates reported that among Puerto Rican high school students, those who felt 
their parents were disgusted with them and those who were not close to their 
fathers were more likely to be drug users.60 Other studies discovered that adoles-
cent drug use was greater among children who perceived lower levels of parental 
love or negative parental attitudes expressed toward them.61 Rick Kosterman 
and his colleagues found that the likelihood of adolescent initiation into mari-
juana and alcohol use was reduced by proactive family management practices, 
such as monitoring, applying rules and discipline, and employing reward prac-
tices, while bonding to mother appeared to have little or no effect.62 
 Broken homes, divorce, separation, and abandonment by the father have 
also been correlated with adolescent drug use.63 Stephan Quensel and his col-
leagues examined the relationship between family structure and adolescent drug 
use among more than 3,300 15-year-olds. They found that cigarette smoking 
and marijuana and alcohol use was signifi cantly higher for youths living in 
single-mother families than for those living in traditional two-parent families, 
and this held true for both boys and girls.64 Research also suggests that lack 
of supervision by parents when children come home from school is related to 
adolescent drug use. Peter Mulhall and his associates report that latchkey chil-
dren (middle school youth who were home alone after school two or more days 
per week) were signifi cantly more likely to have used alcohol during the prior 
month, to consume more alcohol, and to drink to intoxication than were non-
latchkey children. Furthermore, latchkey youth were more likely to have used 
marijuana and to have smoked cigarettes during the prior month.65

 The relationship between child maltreatment and the child’s ensuing drug 
use has also been explored. Ann Burgess and her colleagues compared a group of 
youngsters who had been sexually abused as children with a group of non-abused 
youths. They discovered a strong connection between the childhood experience 
of sexual abuse and later drug use.66 Richard Dembo and his associates studied 
145 youths confi ned in a detention center in a southeastern state and found that 
both male and female youths who had been sexually abused were much more 
likely to be current drug users.67 More recent studies using more sophisticated 
methodologies have also looked at this relationship.68 In addition, Timothy Ire-
land and his colleagues reported that maltreatment of children from childhood 
through adolescence signifi cantly increases the likelihood of drug use. They note, 
however, that if the maltreatment is limited to childhood and does not continue 
on into adolescence, it presents only a minimal risk of subsequent drug use.69 
 More than six million children lived with at least one parent who abused or 
was dependent on alcohol or an illicit drug during the previous year. Moreover, 
parental use of drugs and alcohol also has been found to have a direct effect on 
the child’s likelihood of using drugs.70 One study found that 78 percent of par-
ents who used marijuana also had children who were drug users suggesting that 
children imitate their parent’s drinking habits.71 Parents who drank were likely 
to have children who also drank, while parents who abstained were likely to 
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have abstaining children. Denise Kandel and her colleagues examined parental 
infl uences on marijuana use, comparing the baby boom generation and their 
children. They discovered that children of parents who had ever used marijuana 
were about three times as likely to have ever used marijuana as the children of 
parents who had never used the drug. The infl uence was similar for mothers and 
fathers and sons and daughters. In addition, parents who perceived little risk 
associated with marijuana use had children with similar beliefs, and adolescent 
attitudes had the strongest association with adolescent marijuana use of any of 
the adolescent characteristics examined in the study.72

DRUG USE AND DELINQUENCY

Does illegal drug use lead to acts of delinquency? Conversely, does delinquency 
lead to drug use? Is the drug use–delinquency relationship spurious; that is, are 
they related only because they are both caused by some other factors? Or is 
there a reciprocal relationship between drugs and delinquency with drug use 
leading to delinquent behavior and delinquency leading to drug use? What ex-
actly is the relationship between adolescent drug use and delinquent behavior? 
These questions have puzzled criminologists for some time. The reason that 
the drugs–delinquency relationship appears to be multifaceted is that it applies 
to two general but largely distinct groups within the population, adolescence-
limited and life-course persistent offenders (see Chapter 2 and Chapter 8). 

Drugs and Delinquency

Although many studies have led criminologists and policy makers to believe 
there is a causal link between drug use and delinquency, the exact nature of 
the relationship has not been established.73 Scott Menard and his colleagues ex-
plored the relationship between drugs and crime from adolescence into adult-
hood and reported that “the drug–crime relationship is different for different 
ages and for different stages of involvement in crime and drug use” and that 
“initiation of substance use apparently is preceded by initiation of crime for 
most individuals.” However, they note that in later stages of involvement the 
relationship becomes reciprocal. That is, adolescent involvement in serious illicit 
drug use appears to “contribute to continuity in serious crime, and serious crime 
contributes to continuity in serious illicit drug use.”74 
 Many studies confi rm an association between alcohol and drug use and 
general patterns of delinquency, but again with no causal relationship estab-
lished.75 John Welte and his colleagues studied the drugs–delinquency connec-
tion and found that a general deviant syndrome did not explain specifi c problem 
behaviors, such as drug use. Although drugs and delinquency were correlated, 
their ultimate causes seemed to be distinct. In other words, adolescent substance 
abuse was not simply part of a teen’s larger involvement in crime.76 Others have 
shown that marijuana use is highly associated with a variety of delinquent be-
haviors. Youths who smoked marijuana during the past year were more likely 
than youths who did not to have engaged in fi ghts, stolen things worth more 
than $50, carried a handgun, and sold illegal drugs. Furthermore, youths age 
12 to 17 who had run away from home in the past year were more likely than 
youth who did not run away to have used marijuana, alcohol, or an illicit drug.77 
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David Altschuler and Paul Brounstein reported that although drug use and drug 
traffi cking were correlated with other delinquent activities, “still, for every type 
of crime reported in the past year, only a minority of offenders reported ever 
using drugs while committing the crime. . . . Most youths appear to commit 
crime for reasons completely independent of drugs.”78 Even though most serious 
delinquents were found to be regular users of alcohol and drugs, the vast major-
ity of their instances of drug and alcohol use occurred without crimes, and most 
crimes occurred without prior substance abuse.
 Other criminologists have reached slightly different conclusions. Colleen 
McLaughlin and her colleagues discovered in a study of 25 male juveniles com-
mitted to Virginia juvenile correctional facilities for murder or voluntary man-
slaughter that over half of the murderers were known drug dealers, compared 
to less than 10 percent of all juveniles incarcerated in the state. In addition, 
28 percent of the murder incidents were regarded as drug related. Perhaps more 
important, they found that none of the drug-related murders involved offenders 
who did not have some history of illicit drug use. Drug use by homicide victims 
was also a signifi cant contributor to murder incidents. Victims who had recently 
used drugs were more likely to be killed in a drug-related incident than victims 
who did not use drugs.79

 David Huizinga and his colleagues reported on fi ndings from research on 
the causes and correlates of delinquency conducted in Pittsburgh, Denver, and 
Rochester. More than 4,000 youths were surveyed in the three cities. In each 
city they detected a statistically signifi cant relationship between persistent delin-
quency and persistent drug use, and this was true for both males and females. 
Huizinga and his associates note that “for males, the majority of persistent seri-
ous delinquents were not drug users, but the majority of drug users were serious 
delinquents. . . . [And that] among females, delinquency is a stronger indicator 
of drug use than drug use is an indicator of delinquency.”80 But as we noted at 
the beginning of this section, the fi nding of signifi cant relationships between 
drug use and delinquency does not answer the question: Which causes which? 
In the fi nal analysis, it is most prudent to conclude that there is a co-occurrence 
between drug use and delinquency. 

Drugs, Delinquent Friends, and Delinquency

There is research to suggest that associating with peers who are delinquent, who 
use drugs, or who are both delinquent and drug users is strongly related to both 
delinquency and drug use. Criminologists who have examined self-report re-
sponses from a national sample of 1,725 youths have concluded that there was 
a causal relationship between prior delinquency and involvement in delinquent 
peer groups and subsequent drug use.81 Other studies report similar fi ndings. 
Research by Helen Garnier and Judith Stein found that the most signifi cant 
predictors of both drug use and delinquency were having peers who engaged 
in the behaviors. They also noted that youths select friends who are more like 
themselves, sharing similar values, backgrounds, and behaviors, including drug 
use.82 Moreover, Andrea Hussong reported that the strongest predictor for ado-
lescent drug use was the extent of drug use by the youth’s best friend.83 It thus 
seems that having strong bonds to delinquent peers increases the risk of both 
delinquency and drug use for all youths.
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 Juveniles who belong to gangs are signifi cantly more likely to engage in drug 
use than are adolescents who are not members of gangs. Similarly, joining a 
gang is often a precursor to drug use. In addition, juvenile gang members, and 
even gangs themselves, are often explicitly organized for the purpose of drug 
traffi cking. Research has consistently confi rmed that gang members are exten-
sively involved in drug sales, especially marijuana and cocaine.84 In addition, 
as youths are more involved in delinquency and drug use, they are signifi cantly 
more likely to fall into long-term life trajectories involving a variety of preco-
cious transitions. Marvin Krohn and his colleagues report that alcohol and drug 
use during early adolescence increases the risk of becoming pregnant or impreg-
nating someone, dropping out of school, becoming a teenage parent, and living 
independently from parents. These consequences, in turn, increase the likeli-
hood of drug and alcohol use as the youths become young adults. Krohn and 
his colleagues conclude that these youths are then greatly disadvantaged in their 
ability to form stable adult lives and more likely to turn to deviant lifestyles.85 

A Developmental Taxonomy, Drugs, and Delinquency

The reason that the drugs–delinquency relationship appears to be multifaceted 
is that it applies to two general but largely distinct groups within the popula-
tion, adolescence-limited and life-course persistent offenders. As the label im-
plies, adolescence-limited offenders engage in drug use and delinquency during 
middle to late adolescence largely in response to the ambiguous transition from 
child to adult status. Most youth fi t into this category. For this group, delinquent 
involvement often includes less serious forms of conduct and is short-lived. In 
terms of drug use, the “normal” adolescence-limited delinquent will experiment 
with marijuana, alcohol, and tobacco but mostly abstain from trying more illicit 
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narcotics, such as heroin, cocaine, and methamphetamine. The popular notion 
of the high school student drinking beer on weekends or occasionally smok-
ing marijuana meshes with the idea of the adolescence-limited offenders. For 
most, the brief period of experimentation does not become problematic or lead 
to larger problems with substance abuse or antisocial behavior.86 
 For youths on the life-course persistent pathway, drug use is part of a larger 
behavioral pattern of delinquency. Even during adolescence, life-course persis-
tent or chronic delinquents experience an array of overlapping behavioral prob-
lems that mutually reinforce one another but ultimately stem from some other 
cause, a phenomenon called comorbidity (see Chapter 2). Youngsters on the 
life-course persistent pathway suffer from several neurocognitive defi cits that 
interact with early life disadvantage, such as abusive, erratic, or antisocial par-
enting, to propel them down an antisocial pathway. Experimentation with alco-
hol and other substances occurs very early in life, often during childhood, and 
at times is even introduced and promoted by parents. Early use of drugs and 
alcohol is disastrous for healthy human development. According to the National 
Epidemiologic Survey on Alcohol and Related Conditions, 47 percent of persons 
who begin drinking alcohol before age 14 will be dependent on alcohol at some 
point during their lifetimes—a prevalence estimate that is fi ve times greater than 
among persons whose onset of alcohol use occurs at age 21.87 Grace Barnes and 
her colleagues studied the drugs–delinquency link among nearly 20,000 stu-
dents in 7th through 12th grades and found that children who experimented 
with alcohol very early in life were signifi cantly likely to have further alcohol 
problems and high levels of drug use and delinquency.88

 Not all criminologists use the developmental taxonomy discussed here; 
however, an array of social and medical scientists distinguish between drug use 
that appears to be normative, experimental, and unproblematic and drug use 
that appears to be part of a larger antisocial behavioral syndrome.89 A host of 
“global explanations” have been offered to explain the antisocial behavioral 
syndrome.90 One of the most popular is low self-control. Denis Ribeaud and 
Manuel Eisner discovered that low self-control, particularly its subcomponents 
risk-seeking and impulsivity, accounted for involvement in delinquency and 
substance abuse among a large sample of 9th graders in Switzerland.91 Other 
criminologists suggest that aggression and impulsivity,92 gang membership,93 and 
societal-poverty factors 94 primarily explain the syndrome approach to drugs 
and delinquency. 

RESPONDING TO ADOLESCENT DRUG USE

Conventional wisdom and much academic scholarship holds that American drug 
policy is almost entirely based on drug interdiction and law enforcement, ex-
cessive prosecution of drug offenders, and overall a punitive, punishment-based 
approach in responding to substance abuse.95 Although the United States does 
take a punitive stance toward substance use compared to some other countries, 
American drug policy blends a variety of methods to address the drug problem. 
The President’s National Drug Control Strategy for 2006 until January 2009 
contains a three-pronged strategy including prevention, treatment, and interdic-
tion. First, an integral part of drug prevention is the Above the Infl uence initia-
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tive that consists of multiple media educational programs to promote drug-free 
living among children and adolescents. Second, drug treatment is highlighted by 
the President’s Access to Recovery program that expands treatment options and 
the use of drug courts, instead of traditional criminal prosecution, to rehabili-
tate offenders with substance abuse problems. Third, the Bush Administration 
seeks to disrupt drug markets using the resources of federal, state, and local 
criminal justice systems.96 In the next section we will examine four ways to re-
spond to adolescent drug use.

Control Response

The control response to adolescent drug use places an emphasis on the arrest and 
prosecution of drug dealers and drug users. When the Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 
1988 was created, it was believed that a mostly control-based response to sub-
stance abuse would create a drug-free America within 10 years—a goal obviously 
not achieved. Legislation and guidelines were established to provide greater sup-
port for federal, state, and local law enforcement agencies and to allocate funds 
for the expansion of the nation’s prison system. Of course, the Anti-Drug Abuse 
Act had only modest success in reducing adolescent drug use in recent years. 
 Each year, in an attempt to emphasize and strengthen federal efforts in at-
tacking the problem of illicit drugs in the lives of juveniles, the White House 
Offi ce of National Drug Control Policy produces a National Drug Control 
Strategy. The National Drug Control Strategy budget for 2008 is $12.9 billion, 
including $18 million for student drug testing programs, $130 million to con-
tinue its National Youth Anti-Drug Media Campaign begun in 2001, and up to 
$59 million to fund about 100 new local community anti-drug coalitions work-
ing to prevent substance abuse among young people (see Box 4-4).97 

Juvenile Drug Courts The drug court movement is a combination of an out-
growth of the early crackdown on drugs in the 1970s and 1980s and the emerg-
ing interest in developing community-oriented, diversionary alternatives to the 
traditional criminal and juvenile courts for handling drug cases. Drug courts 
aim to integrate a variety of alcohol and drug treatment services with justice 
system case processing and to provide continued monitoring and testing of par-
ticipants. Juvenile drug courts, although modeled on adult drug courts, place 
greater emphasis on coordinating treatment for juveniles involving the courts 
and the youths’ families and schools in a community, rather than  institutional, 
environment. 98 
 According to the National Association of Drug Court Professionals, there are 
more than 1,600 drug courts in the United States with nearly 200 devoted exclu-
sively to adolescents. Unfortunately, there are few published evaluations of the ef-
fectiveness of juvenile drug courts. Initial studies suggest some positive impact in 
reducing drug use and other forms of delinquency; however, more recent research 
raises questions about the ability of drug courts to accomplish their goals.99 For 
example, Nancy Rodriguez and Vincent Webb examined data from the fi rst three 
years of the Maricopa County (Phoenix) juvenile drug court program and com-
pared the outcomes for 114 youths placed in the drug court with 204 juveniles 
placed on standard probation. They found “no signifi cant difference in mari-
juana use between youths in drug court and those on standard probation. . . . 
[And that] youths in drug court were 2.7 times more likely to test positive for 
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cocaine than youths in the comparison group.”100 Moreover, only 15 juveniles 
(30 percent) of the youths actually successfully completed and graduated from the 
drug court program.101 (See Chapter 14 for a discussion of juvenile drug courts.)

Drug Testing in Schools Efforts to control the drug problem have also in-
volved a call for more extensive drug testing; however, the issue of drug testing 
is controversial. Who should be tested? How accurate are the tests? Are tests 

T
he White House Offi ce of National Drug 
Control Policy (ONDCP) has established 
a fi ve-year campaign designed to har-

ness the media to educate America’s youth 
to reject illegal drugs. Tapping into advertis-
ing, television programming, movies, music, 
the Internet, and print media, the campaign 
focuses on primary prevention. The initial me-
dia campaign began in 1999 with four- to six-
week advertising programs providing various 
specifi c anti-drug messages often supple-
mented with local coalitions and other part-
ners amplifying these messages by adding 
their own messages and conducting related 
local events and activities.

In 2000 the Offi ce of National Drug Control 
Policy launched a new “brand” for youth audi-
ences. Advertisers and marketers have long 
used “branding” to create a consistent iden-
tity for a product or company and, through re-
peated exposure, keep the image top of mind 
for the consumer. The ONDCP conducted re-
search to fi nd out if young people would em-
brace the idea of an “anti-drug”—something 
important enough in their lives to stand be-
tween them and drugs. Not only did teens 
and younger adolescents fi nd ownership and 
empowerment in the idea of an “anti-drug” 
brand that refl ected their own values and pas-
sions (i.e., Soccer, My Anti-Drug; Dreams, 
My Anti-Drug), they suggested that the brand 
could serve as an invitation to other youths 
to refl ect on what their anti-drugs might be. 
ONDCP partnered with youth organizations na-
tionwide in launching “my anti-drug.” Through 
community outreach efforts, the YMCA, Fu-
ture Farmers of America, Girl Scouts, and 
Boys and Girls Clubs were among numerous 

groups working with youths within their own 
organizations to participate.

Media initiatives also targeted multicul-
tural audiences. For example, within the 
American Indian community, print advertis-
ing was developed that not only refl ects the 
values that exist within Native culture but 
also lays the groundwork for extending the 
campaign’s prevention message within local 
community-based programs. During much 
of the media campaign, advertising reached 
95 percent of America’s youth eight times a 
week and communicated messages in eight lan-
guages to youths and adults of various ethnic 
groups. 

Since its inception, the media campaign’s 
messages have become ubiquitous in the lives 
of America’s youth and their parents. From 
network television advertisements to school-
based educational materials, from murals to 
Internet websites, and from local soccer com-
petitions to national youth organizations, the 
campaign’s messages reach Americans wher-
ever they are—work, play, school, worship, 
and home. 

In 2007 the White House announced it 
was budgeting $130 million to continue fund-
ing of its anti-drug advertising campaign and 
expanding its strategy to include information 
for teens and parents to promote early inter-
vention against drug use.

Sources: The White House, The National Drug Control Strat-

egy, 2001 (Washington, DC: Offi ce of National Drug Control 

Policy, 2001); The White House, National Drug Control Strat-

egy, 2004 (Washington, DC: Offi ce of National Drug Control 

Policy, 2004); The White House, National Drug Control Strat-

egy, 2007 (Washington, DC: Offi ce of National Drug Control 

Policy, 2007).

National Youth Anti-Drug Media Campaign
D E L I N Q U E N C Y  P R E V E N T I O Nb o x  4 - 4
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for all illicit drugs equally accurate? Are such tests in violation of constitutional 
rights ensuring protection against self-incrimination and the right to privacy?
 Many school districts require drug tests of high school athletes. The Su-
preme Court, in Vernonia School District 47J v. Acton, held that it was consti-
tutional for schools to require that all students participating in interscholastic 
athletics sign a form consenting to a urinalysis drug test at the beginning of the 
season for their sport.101 The Court’s position raised questions. For example, 
should students participating in other extracurricular activities, such as debate, 
marching band, or school government also be tested? Should teachers and school 
administrators be required to take similar drug tests? If there is a legitimate 
concern about possible injury due to the student’s activity, then should students 
enrolled in certain science or vocational courses where potential danger exists 
with chemicals and hazardous machinery be tested? And because studies have 
found that fi rst drug use often occurs prior to entering high school, should drug 
testing begin in middle school or even earlier?
 The Court answered some of these questions in 2002 when it decided a 
case brought to it by 16-year-old Lindsay Earls. When Earls began her sopho-
more year at Tecumseh High School in Oklahoma, she was confronted by a new 
school drug policy that required mandatory drug testing of all students partici-
pating in any extracurricular activity. This included athletics, the band, choir, 
academic team, color guard, and Future Farmers of America. Earls was a mem-
ber of the school’s choir, marching band, and academic team, and she objected 
to what she regarded as an intrusive testing process. Earls said that she had been 
pulled out of class three times and sent to the vice principal’s offi ce to fi ll out 
forms and then taken to a bathroom where a teacher would stand outside the 
stall while she produced her urine sample. Earls believed that if students were 
not using drugs, then they should not have to prove their innocence. Lindsay 
and her family contacted the ACLU, which accepted the case and it went into 
the courts, eventually ending up in the U.S. Supreme Court. The Court held, in 
Board of Education of Pottawatomie County v. Earls, that such testing was not 
an unconstitutional intrusion on the students’ privacy rights.102 (See Box 4-5 for 
a brief discussion of the Court’s ruling.)
 The Court’s decisions in both the Vernonia and Earls cases were based on 
the belief that drug testing of students would likely aid in reducing the drug 
problems believed to exist in the schools. By 2003 drug testing of high school 
athletes occurred in only 5 percent of schools, and testing of students in any 
extracurricular activities occurred in only 2 percent of schools. But does drug 
testing of students reduce the likelihood of students’ use of illicit drugs? Ryoko 
Yamaguchi and his colleagues found that it does not. They concluded that for 
adolescent students, school drug testing was not signifi cantly related to the prev-
alence or the frequency of student use of marijuana or other illicit drugs. Fur-
thermore, drug testing of student athletes was not related to their use of mari-
juana or other illicit drug use.103 

Police Crackdowns A rather different approach to control adolescent drug 
use is found in the efforts of the Vallejo Community Consortium in Vallejo, Cal-
ifornia, working with the Fighting Back Partnership of Vallejo to pass the 1999 
Teen Party Ordinance. This ordinance authorizes the police department to re-
coup any costs associated with calls for service involving teenage parties where 
alcohol and illegal substances are used. Parents of teens are asked to repay the 
costs of the service calls for each reported incident. Copies of the ordinance and 
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a pledge are mailed to the parents of all middle and high school students in the 
district. Parents are asked to sign the pledge, signifying that they will make their 
home a safe place for teens.104 
 Other jurisdictions have employed police crackdowns, short-term periods 
of intensive law enforcement, to target substance use, drug dealing, and delin-
quency among adolescents and young adults in some of the nation’s most impov-
erished, crime-plagued neighborhoods. For example, the Philadelphia Police De-
partment conducted Operation Safe Streets that entailed the use of 214 offi cers 
enforcing crime in the highest drug-activity street corners spanning the summers 
of 2000 and 2002. An evaluation by Brian Lawton and his colleagues reported 
that the crackdown did signifi cantly reduce violent and drug crimes at the target 
sites.105 Police crackdowns on drugs do not always have the expected effects. 
Samuel Nunn and his colleagues reported that a crackdown in the Brightwood 
neighborhood in Indianapolis resulted in reductions in all types of crime except 
drug-related calls for service.106  

Education, Prevention, and Treatment

In 1884 New York state passed legislation to make anti-alcohol teaching com-
pulsory in the public schools. Forty years later, Richmond Hobson, a leading 
prohibitionist, warned of “demonic drug pushers” seducing young children 
into drug addiction by such practices as hiding heroin in snow cones. Hobson 
eventually founded a number of national organizations for educating the public 
about the evils of drugs. Lectures and brochures were prepared and provided to 
hundreds of school systems for use during a week set aside in February as “Nar-
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L
indsay Earls, a 16-year-old girl, objected 
to her school’s policy requiring warrant-
less random drug testing as a condition 

for any student to participate in any school-
sponsored extracurricular activity. The school 
board believed that a drug problem existed 
in the school and that it was not limited to 
students involved in athletics. The U.S. Su-
preme Court, in a 5 to 4 decision, following 
its earlier ruling in Vernonia in 1995, cited the 
“special needs” of public schools that permit 
school searches without the traditional Fourth 
Amendment requirement of individualized sus-
picion prior to a search. The Court ruled that

A student’s privacy interest is limited in a pub-
lic school environment where the State is respon-

sible for maintaining discipline, health, and safety. 
Schoolchildren are routinely required to submit to 
physical examinations and vaccinations against 
disease. . . . [S]tudents who participate in com-
petitive extracurricular activities voluntarily subject 
themselves to many of the same intrusions on 
their privacy as do athletes. Some of these clubs 
and activities require occasional off-campus travel 
and communal undress. All of them have their 
own rules and requirements for participating stu-
dents that do not apply to the student body as a 
whole . . . . We therefore conclude that the stu-
dents affected by this Policy have a limited expec-
tation of privacy.

Source: Board of Education of Pottawatomie County v. Earls et 

al., 536 U.S. 822 (2002).

Board of Education of Pottawatomie County v. Earls
F R O M  T H E  B E N C Hb o x  4 - 5
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cotics Week.”107 Henry Anslinger, director of the Federal Bureau of Narcotics, 
published a widely read article in 1937 titled “Marijuana: Assassin of Youth,” in 
which he described murders, debauchery, and the seduction of innocent girls as 
a consequence of marijuana smoking. And in 1936 the movie Reefer Madness, 
depicting many of the same marijuana-induced behaviors, was produced under 
the Bureau’s guidance. These efforts were attempts at “educating” the public, 
especially the young, about the dangers of drug use. However, in retrospect, 
they appear to have been little more than scare tactics, misinforming rather than 
informing.

Education and Prevention in School Today, alongside law enforcement 
strategies, rational and informed education about the nature and effects of 
drugs is fi nding wide acceptance. Media campaigns—including cartoon char-
acters, popular songs, and costumed actors who appear as talking brain cells—
are aimed at young children. One example is the Protecting You/Protecting Me 
prevention program sponsored by Mothers Against Drunk Driving that targets 
children in grades one through fi ve. Protecting You/Protecting Me helps reach 
children before they have fully shaped their attitudes and opinions about alco-
hol use, and by extension drug use. Students learn what commercials do and do 
not communicate about alcohol use, ways to resist peer pressure, how to talk 
to parents and friends about alcohol, how to make informed decisions, how to 
manage stress without alcohol, and other important life lessons about healthy, 
substance-free living. Evaluation studies indicated that children who participate 
in Protecting You/Protecting Me benefi t across a variety of outcome measures 
and it is considered a model program by the U.S. Department of Health and Hu-
man Services and Center for Substance Abuse Prevention.108  
 Like the anti-alcohol provision of the 1884 New York law, anti-drug educa-
tion has become a standard part of school curricula. Many schools offer “re-
fusal-skill training” or “resistance training” to students through such programs 
as Drug Abuse Resistance Education (D.A.R.E.), begun in 1983. The D.A.R.E. 
program is aimed at children in kindergarten through 12th grade and is de-
signed to equip students with appropriate skills to resist substance abuse and 
gangs. The objectives of D.A.R.E. include:

• Acquiring the knowledge and skills to recognize and resist peer pressure to 
experiment with tobacco, alcohol, and other drugs.

• Enhancing self-esteem.

• Learning assertiveness techniques.

• Learning about positive alternatives to substance use.

• Learning anger management and confl ict resolution skills.

• Developing risk assessment and decision-making skills.

• Reducing violence.

• Building interpersonal and communication skills.

• Resisting gang involvement.109

 School-based prevention programs often combine teaching about the nega-
tive consequences of drug use with clearly stated policies on use, possession, and 
distribution of drugs. Anne Arundel County schools in Maryland claim to have 
reduced the number of school drug offenses by more than 80 percent since 1980 
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after implementing their anti-drug program. They present a simple and straight-
forward policy:

Any student caught selling or distributing drugs is immediately expelled. When 
a student is caught using or possessing drugs, the school notifi es the police, 
calls his parents, and suspends him for one to fi ve school days. In order to 
return to school, the student must participate in counseling and agree to par-
ticipate in the district’s after-school drug program. Students caught using or 
possessing drugs a second time are expelled.110

 However, such programs have been criticized for reducing the school drug 
problem by adding to the already high dropout problem. Numerous studies 
have found D.A.R.E. to have no signifi cant impact on reducing drug use among 
students exposed to the program. Dennis Rosenbaum and Gordon Hanson 
conducted a six-year evaluation of D.A.R.E. and found it had no long-term ef-
fects in reducing drug use.111 Susan Ennett and her colleagues also evaluated 
the D.A.R.E. program and concluded that, although there were modest positive 
short-term effects, overall the program appeared to have no effect on reducing 
alcohol or tobacco use compared to a control group.112 Richard Clayton and his 
colleagues examined the impact of the D.A.R.E. program over a fi ve-year period 
and also reported no signifi cant difference in drug use between students in the 
D.A.R.E. program and a control group of students.113 
 Finally, Donald Lynam and his associates conducted a 10-year follow-up 
study of over 1,000 sixth-grade students who participated in Project D.A.R.E. 
during the 1987–1988 school year. These students were surveyed again 10 years 
later. There were no differences at age 20 between D.A.R.E. participants and 
students who did not participate in the program for use of alcohol, cigarettes, 
marijuana, and other illicit drugs. In addition, the researchers found no effect 
of the program on individuals’ attitudes toward drug use. The only signifi cant 
fi nding of difference was that youth at age 20 who received the D.A.R.E. pro-
gram had lower self-esteem scores than students who did not receive D.A.R.E.114 
D.A.R.E. offi cials eventually admitted the program must be revised. With nearly 
$14 million in support from the Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, a revised 
program was launched in six cities in the fall of 2001. Major changes were in-
tended to reduce the use of local police, while increasing lectures to students and 
involving youths in more active ways.

Drug Treatment Programs Not all communities have adequate drug treat-
ment programs, and where programs exist, the access for juveniles to existing 
drug treatment may depend on community sociodemographics and local public 
perceptions toward drug treatment. Yvonne Terry-McElrath and Duane Mc-
Bride report that higher than average median income communities are less likely 
to use juvenile drug courts than less affl uent communities and that more affl uent 
communities were more likely to provide drug treatment for juvenile offend-
ers as a part of traditional probation.115 Today, there are well over 5,000 drug 
treatment programs in the United States. These programs fall into one of fi ve 
categories:

1.  Detoxifi cation programs, which are usually conducted on an inpatient basis 
and are designed to end the user’s addiction to drugs.

2.  Chemical dependency units, which are generally inpatient programs, last-
ing three to four weeks.
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3. Outpatient clinics, which offer counseling and support.

4.  Methadone maintenance programs, in which heroin addicts are treated by 
means of methadone, a prescribed drug that “blocks” the craving for heroin.

5.  Residential therapeutic communities, at which drug users may spend up to 
18 months in a highly structured program.

 In providing effective drug or alcohol treatment for juveniles, programs face 
an additional problem that stems from the issues of consent and parental noti-
fi cation. Most states allow treatment for drug abuse of youths without parental 
consent, although some states restrict services to treatment for either drug or 
alcohol abuse, but not both. Furthermore, a few states require that a youth’s 
parents be notifi ed before services are provided. Such requirements can interfere 
with a youth’s perception of the acceptability of treatment: He or she may sim-
ply fi nd it easier to avoid seeking care.116 
 Despite these problems, some drug treatment programs produce outstand-
ing outcomes. The Life Skills Training program targets middle and high school 
students and consists of general self-management skills, social skills, and infor-
mation and skills specifi cally related to drug use. Life Skills Training costs only 
$7 per student and has resulted in alcohol, marijuana, and tobacco reductions 
ranging from 50 to 75 percent. Other long-term evaluations indicated poly-drug 
use reductions of 66 percent and pack-a-day reductions of 25 percent.117 Stanley 
Kusnetz has identifi ed several programs that are working well for adolescents. 
Bridgeback is an outpatient program in Los Angeles. Youths come to Bridgeback 
as self-referrals or as referrals from schools, community agencies, or the juvenile 
court (about 80 percent of all referrals). The philosophy of Bridgeback is that a 
person learns from those with whom he or she identifi es. Providing positive role 
models, the program also tries to help the adolescent search for and examine 
basic beliefs, attitudes, and habits.
 The Bridge is a residential therapeutic center in Philadelphia. Its primary 
goal is to create an atmosphere in which clients will feel comfortable, develop 
peer relationships for support, take responsibility for themselves, and learn 
problem solving related to their personal lives. Even though nearly 50 percent of 
clients are referred by the juvenile court, self-referrals, family and school refer-
rals, and referrals by other community agencies are common. Clients receive a 
minimum of 10 hours of therapy a week, with emphasis on developing aware-
ness and life skills. Counseling is combined with an educational program that 
offers nearly 30 hours of classroom experience a week, as well as vocational 
guidance and job placement. The staff at the Bridge believe that adolescent drug 
users, with proper motivation and development of skills, can develop an ap-
preciation of their personal worth, learn how to make decisions, set goals and 
accept consequences.118 Overall, drug treatment programs that address the mul-
tiple needs (e.g., psychiatric problems, family problems, poverty) of youths offer 
the best chance for rehabilitation.119  

Decriminalization

Critics of current drug control strategies argue that punitive measures will fail 
because profi ts from the sale of illegal drugs are too great and the pleasurable 
reinforcements of using drugs are too strong. Lester Thurow has stated, “If our 
goal is to deprive criminals of large profi ts from selling drugs, economic the-
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ory and history teaches us that legalization is the only answer.”120 Others have 
called for a national 10-year experiment in which cocaine, heroin, and mari-
juana would be decriminalized. If the experiment fails, the country could return 
to present policies that are viewed as being relatively ineffective.121

 Essentially, decriminalization of some drugs involves relaxing enforcement 
of existing laws. For example, decriminalizing marijuana might mean that po-
lice would not make arrests for simple possession of small amounts of the drug. 
Possession of marijuana still technically would be illegal; the law would just not 
be enforced. Legalization, on the other hand, involves eliminating many of the 
laws currently prohibiting the distribution and possession of drugs, but not nec-
essarily eliminating all regulation. Alcohol is legal, but it is regulated in terms of 
who may sell it, where it may be sold, and how old a person must be to buy it.
 Advocates of decriminalization or legalization contend that an immediate 
consequence of the reform would be the production of less-expensive drugs, 
produced and sold under government regulations and control and in accordance 
with standardized quality control. In other words, decriminalized drugs would 
contain no surprise additives or contaminants and their lower cost would reduce 
potential black market profi ts, and thus the economic attractions of importing 
and dealing would be eliminated. In addition, advocates argue that many drugs 
currently criminalized are not as harmful as certain of the legal prescription 
drugs that are widely available.
 Critics of decriminalization or legalization are quick to point out that ei-
ther decriminalizing or legalizing particular drugs would increase their use 
and abuse. If drugs such as marijuana and cocaine were inexpensive and read-
ily available, adolescents who currently refrain from drug use would be drawn 
to drugs in large numbers. Evidence for this may be found in the Alaskan ex-
perience when the Alaska Supreme Court decriminalized small amounts of 
marijuana for personal use in 1975. Even though marijuana remained illegal 
for children, the perception that marijuana was harmful decreased, and mari-
juana use rates among Alaskan youths increased signifi cantly. Recent national 
surveys have found increasing support for legalization of marijuana. In 2002 
fully 34 percent of respondents indicated support for legalizing marijuana com-
pared to only 24 percent in 1983. In addition, 80 percent supported the use of 
marijuana for medical purposes. On the other hand, a survey of voters by the 
Family Research Council found that 80 percent of respondents rejected the le-
galization of drugs like cocaine and heroin, with 70 percent indicating strong 
opposition.122 
 Erich Goode believes that it may not be possible to eliminate marijuana 
use through legal controls such as those used in the Netherlands. Furthermore, 
Goode argues against any decriminalization or legalization of drugs such as co-
caine and crack. He claims that both are immensely pleasurable and, therefore, 
are strongly reinforcing drugs that have devastating personal consequences for 
the user.123 In addition, James Inciardi and Duane McBride contend that poli-
cies to decriminalize drugs are elitist and racist because they would result in 
increasing levels of drug dependence in low income and minority communities: 
Decriminalization represents a program of social management and control that 
would serve to legitimate the chemical destruction of an urban generation and 
culture.124

 Other critics of current drug policies argue for a harm reduction approach to 
the problem. Harm reduction involves using a public health model to reduce the 
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risks and negative consequences of illicit drug use. A harm reduction approach 
is guided by the idea that it is more appropriate to manage drug abuse than to 
attempt to stop it entirely. Minimizing harm can include changing national drug 
policies and laws (for example, ending drug prohibition, reducing sanctions for 
drug violations, and changing drug paraphernalia laws), establishing needle and 
syringe exchange programs, expanding methadone treatment programs and es-
tablishing treatment on demand, and providing counseling programs that pro-
mote safer and more responsible drug use.125 But if punitive measures do not 
work; if education, prevention, and treatment programs are only marginally ef-
fective; and if decriminalization could possibly add to the drug problem, how 
should society respond to adolescent drug use?

Changing Lives and Environments

When social scientists have studied adolescent problems, generally they have ex-
plored a specifi c problem such as delinquency, drug use, running away, or teen-
age pregnancy in isolation from the others. However, these adolescent problem 
behaviors may have a common origin.126 Therefore, adolescent drug use and 
programs designed to respond to it cannot be studied apart from the larger social 
milieu in which the child develops. Most juveniles using cocaine and crack live 
in the inner cities where poverty, unemployment, homelessness, broken families, 
lack of hope, and a multitude of related problems are pervasive. In an attempt 
to stop adolescent drug use and delinquency before they start, several programs 
are focusing specifi cally on improving children’s lives and environments. Some 
of the following examples provide overlapping services, but each clearly makes 
a difference.
 Preschool education programs help reduce the risks of later school failure 
and frustration, which often lead to drug use. The Head Start program is one of 
the most effective early interventions for changing children’s lives. Children who 
have participated in Head Start are less likely to become involved with drugs, be 
delinquent, quit school, or have unwanted pregnancies. In Missouri, the Parents 
As Teachers (PAT) program sends teachers into homes of preschoolers every six 
weeks to educate parents about each stage of the child’s development. The PAT 
program is now included in the Harvard Family Research Project being con-
ducted in fi ve states to improve family support and education. Early evaluations 
indicate that PAT children have better problem-solving skills and language abil-
ity than children not in the program.
 Strengthening the family can have immeasurably positive consequences in 
the lives of children, ranging from reducing confl ict and abuse to improving 
communication, affection, and respect. In Tacoma, Homebuilders established 
a team of professionals with social work, psychology, and counseling back-
grounds to provide services to any family deemed by juvenile justice, child wel-
fare, or mental health agencies to be in imminent peril of having the child re-
moved from the home. Through intensive interventions with the family and the 
use of community resources, the professionals help clients regain control over 
their lives. The TOGETHER! project in Lacey, Washington, targets drug abuse 
prevention to children and families living in low-income apartment complexes. 
TOGETHER! rents an apartment in each complex and offers after-school and 
summer programs promoting a drug-free climate for children through activi-
ties ranging from homework assistance and skills building to confl ict resolution 
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and peer pressure resistance training. Drug abuse information is disseminated to 
parents at family potluck dinners and informal coffee hours. 
 Health care for adolescents is critical for establishing a foundation for suc-
cess. Programs such as WIC (a supplemental food program for women, infants, 
and children) and Children’s House (an innovative pediatric and child care pro-
gram in New Haven, Connecticut) provide needed nutrition plus a combination 
of comprehensive health care and family support. Follow-up evaluations of the 
Children’s House program found signifi cant positive effects for both children 
and their mothers. Only 28 percent of Children’s House children suffered from 
serious school adjustment problems compared to nearly 70 percent of children 
in a control group.
 Job training and placement are important in changing the lives of lower-
class children who may often be tempted by the easy money to be had from 
selling drugs. One model job placement program is Jobs for Youth (JFY) in Chi-
cago. Each year nearly 1,000 youths are placed in jobs after a careful screening 
process. Volunteers from the local business community help them prepare for 
job interviews, and the JFY staff members remain in contact with the youths 
during their fi rst two years.127 Only with a comprehensive, sustained and mul-
tifaceted approach can the cycle of juvenile delinquency and substance abuse be 
broken.128

Drugs are widely used, and even though most drug use is legal, many adolescents 
are involved in the use of illicit drugs. Adolescent drug use is one of the most im-
portant problems facing children today. In spite of declines in reported drug use 
during much of the 1980s, juvenile drug use increased in the early 1990s, began 
to decline again, and then once again increased, at least for certain drugs.

Sociological theories suggest that the causes of adolescent drug use are var-
ied. Strain theory blames drug use on the youth’s failure to make it either in 
the legitimate or the illegitimate world. Social learning theory argues that ado-
lescents learn to use drugs from peers much as they learn other forms of social 
behavior. According to social control theory, the weakening of social controls 
allows an adolescent to become involved with drugs. Subcultural socialization 
theories hold that involvement in a delinquent subculture in which drugs are 
used is likely to result in drug use by the youth.

How should society respond to adolescent drug use? A punitive or control 
response has emphasized the War on Drugs mentality as well as extensive anti-
drug advertising and drug testing in schools. Education, prevention, and treat-
ment responses have become very popular. Unfortunately, few school-based edu-
cation and prevention programs, such as D.A.R.E., are effective, and treatment 
programs that do reduce drug use cannot meet the demands of the growing 
number of clients. Decriminalization or legalization of drugs raises many ques-
tions. Should all drugs be made legal and subject to regulation, or should only 
certain drugs be legalized? If the latter, which drugs? Would decriminalization 
or legalization of some drugs lead to greater use of those drugs by adolescents? 
Finally, attempts to change the lives and environments of children assume that 
drug use is only one facet of a larger, more complex milieu of social problems 
facing today’s youth. Poverty, unemployment, homelessness, abuse, and lack of 
hope create an environment in which drug use, as well as other forms of delin-
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quency, is likely to occur. However, possible solutions to these larger problems 
may be within reach. Among programs found to be effective are those ones that 
provide preschool education, prevent teenage pregnancy, and strengthen the 
family. The next section of this book will explore a variety of theories of juve-
nile delinquency, including ones explaining drug use. 

30-day prevalence The use of a drug at least once during the previous month. 

Annual prevalence The use of a drug at least once during the prior year. 

Board of Education of Pottawatomie County v. Earls The Supreme Court held that manda-

tory drug testing of students involved in any extracurricular activity was constitutional. 

Comorbidity The overlapping behavioral problems that mutually reinforce one another but 

ultimately stem from some other cause.

Decriminalization Relaxing of the enforcement of certain laws, for example, drug laws. 

Drug Abuse Resistance Education (D.A.R.E.)  A program aimed at children in kinder-

garten through 12th grade, designed to equip students with appropriate skills to resist 

substance abuse and gangs. 

Harm reduction Using a public health model to reduce the risks and negative conse-

quences of drug use. 

Legalization The elimination of many laws currently prohibiting drugs, but not necessarily 

eliminating all regulation.

Lifetime prevalence The use of a drug at least once during the respondent’s lifetime.
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IN SECTION 2 theories of delinquency that 

have guided scholarship and policy develop-

ment during the 20th and 21st centuries 

are discussed. Some of the theories are 

specifi c to juveniles while others apply to 

both children and adults. To help guide your 

reading, the major idea of each group of 

theories and its juvenile justice policy ap -

plications are summarized in the table at 

the end of this introduction.

In Chapter 5, individual theories of 

delinquency are reviewed. These theories 

reject the idea that the environment is 

entirely responsible for behavior and instead 

blame delinquency either on free will or on 

personal traits such as personality, temperament, genetics, brain chemistry, 

and so on. We have dichotomized individual theories into choice and trait 

explanations. Choice theories stem from the Classical School of Criminology and 

emphasize an individual’s ability to make choices. Trait theories can be traced 

to the disciplines of biology and psychology that are part of the Positive School 

of Criminology. They attribute delinquency to individual traits that the child has 

little or no control over. Once, choice and trait explanation were viewed as the 

“opposite” of sociological theories that use environmental factors to explain 

crime. Today, individual and environmental theories of delinquency are viewed 

as complementary, not competing. Now, criminologists increasingly argue that 

nature and nurture, rather than nature or nurture, explain delinquency.

Chapter 6 examines sociological theories, such as cultural deviance, 

strain, and social control. These theories look at how the child’s environment 

infl uences his or her behavior. Cultural deviance theories examine a child’s 

interactions with social, cultural, and ecological factors that lead to delinquency; 

strain theories evaluate the role of a variety of stressors, including blocked 

(continued)
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opportunities that may push children into delinquency; and social control 

explanations of delinquency study how closely bonded or connected 

children are to family, peers, and the school.

Critical theories are discussed in Chapter 7. Two perspectives are 

represented, labeling and confl ict theories. Labeling theories attribute 

delinquency to the interactions between individuals and other people 

or groups. The unequal distribution of the power to defi ne behaviors 

as delinquent, the inability of some youths to resist the application of 

stigmatizing labels, and the process by which juveniles may move from 

unwitting or spontaneous acts to behavior associated with more organized 

social roles and delinquent identities are among the concerns explored by 

these theories. Confl ict theories assess the relationship among economic, 

social, and political factors and how they interact to produce delinquency.

Chapter 8 focuses on developmental or life-course theories of 

delinquency. These theories draw on earlier schools of criminological thought 

by integrating the strongest elements of them, such as social control and 

social learning. Developmental theories also focus on protective factors 

and risk factors associated with changes in behavior as people mature, 

conceptualizing delinquency as a pattern of behavior rather than a discrete 

event. Because of their human development approach, developmental 

theories have been explicitly linked with public policies, such as prevention, 

that result in many positive outcomes.

Female delinquency theories are discussed in Chapter 9. A signifi cant 

criminological reality is that nearly all theories of delinquency have been 

built around patterns of male delinquency and may not necessarily apply 

well when trying to explain why girls commit crime. After a brief examination 

of the development of female gender roles and identities, the chapter 

discusses biological and developmental theories, sociological theories, 

critical and feminist theories, and differential oppression theory in terms of 

their relevance and applicability to female delinquency ●
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Overview of Criminology Theories and Their Policy Applications

THEORY*  MAJOR PREMISE POLICY APPLICATION†

Choice Theory

Classical and neoclassical (5) Children commit crimes because  Fixed-time sentences,
 they anticipate more benefits from  shock probation, 
 violating the law than from conformity. boot camps

Trait Theory

Biological theories (5)  Crime is caused by a biological  Segregation; sterilization
 deficiency inside the offender.

Psychodynamic theory (5) Crime is caused by an overdeveloped  Psychotherapy or
 or underdeveloped superego. aversion therapy

Behavioral theory (5) Criminal behavior is learned. Token economies

Cultural deviance theory (6) Crime is caused by disorganized  Chicago Area Project
 neighborhoods.

Strain theory (6) Crime is caused by society  Project Head Start
 telling children what to seek 
 without providing the means.

Social control theory (6) Weak bonds between child and   Police Athletic League
 conventional others leads to
 delinquency.

Critical Theory

Labeling theory (7) Crime is caused by societal  Diversion programs;
 reactions to behavior.  decriminalization 
  of offenses

Conflict theory (7) Crime is caused by imbalances  Programs that equalize
 in power.  power, such as Project 
  Head Start

Developmental Theory (8) Crime is caused by many cumulative  Age-appropriate
 factors that vary from childhood  interventions, 
 to early adulthood. interrupting 
  cycle of crime

Female Delinquency Theory (9) Crime is caused by a patriarchal  Programs to reduce family
 social structure that differently  and sexual violence and
 defines and responds to crime programs that equalize
 among girls. power between gender groups

* The chapter in which each theory is discussed is shown in parentheses. 
† Social policies often derive from multiple theories. For example, the objectives of Project Head Start are to reduce 
strain and to make relations among children more equal. Its origin can be traced to both strain and conflict theories.
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T
he study of juvenile delinquency spans more than 200 years. 
Criminologists have constructed theories or integrated sets of ideas 
to explain and predict when and why children will commit crime. 
Many theories are discussed in this chapter and the following three 
chapters because ideas have consequences. You will notice that 
different theories lead to different policy recommendations. How a 

theory explains delinquency determines what social policies will be suggested 
to prevent it. Criminologists, for example, who think delinquency is rooted in 
faulty brain chemistry, may suggest drug therapy as a remedy. Alternatively, 
criminologists who believe delinquency is caused by economic deprivation 
may call for prevention policies aimed at providing equal access to legitimate 
opportunities.

WHAT THEORIES ARE

Theories are ideas criminologists use to explain facts. They represent the views 
of experts who live in a particular place at a particular time. Because theories 
are based on real-life experiences, as societies change so do the experiences of 
its citizens. New experiences generate new ideas that lead to new theories. While 
there are many theories to choose from, some theories are better than others. 
Theories are evaluated on the basis of three criteria: (1) simplicity, (2) testability, 
and (3) empirical validity. Each criterion forms its own continuum. A theory can 
be very strong on one or more of the criteria and weak on others.
 Theories may be very complex or quite simple. A good theory effectively 
summarizes many separate observations into an easily understood statement. 
Simplicity is a virtue because the purpose of theory is to reduce a large body of 
information into a few simple laws, as the theories of Newton and Einstein did 
in physics.
 A good theory is testable. Others must be able to refute or verify it. A good 
theory also makes clear and concise predictions that (1) confi rm or modify the 
theory, (2) expand the parameters of the theory, and (3) have practical applica-
tion. Some theories are not testable because their main concepts are unclear, not 
measurable, or both. For example, in Edwin Sutherland’s theory of differential 
association (see Chapter 6) the concept of “differential association” cannot be 
verifi ed because no one can monitor all of the interactions of a juvenile over an 
extended period of time.
 If a theory is simple and testable, then a third feature to look for is whether 
it is supported by scientifi c evidence. Do research fi ndings support the theory 
and its predictions? Some theories give rise to many predictions, and research 
tests could be carried out in many different settings and with many different 
samples and research methods.
 Next, specifi c theories are discussed. Since there is no perfect theory, our 
goal is to provide you with a thoughtful, carefully crafted, and objective analysis 
of the most current literature, free of discipline jargon, so you may make an in-
formed decision about what theory is best. Our discussion begins with individ-
ual theories, which blame delinquency on either free will or personal traits such 
as temperament, genetics, and brain chemistry. These theories reject the idea the 
environment plays an exclusive or primary role in the onset of delinquency.
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 Theories rooted in individual differences have a very long and steady history. 
They are more popular today than they have been for a long time. There are two 
types of individual theories: choice theories and trait theories. Choice theories 
can be traced to the Classical School of Criminology that emerged in the 18th 
century. They assume that children have free will and are rational and intel-
ligent people who make informed decisions to commit crime based on whether 
they will benefi t from doing so. Trait theories can be traced to the writings of 
Charles Darwin whose ideas in the 19th century gave rise to the Positive School 
of Criminology. These theories lay the blame for delinquency on biological, psy-
chological, and biosocial factors over which children have very little control, 
such as defective brain chemistry, hyperactivity, or a disturbed personality.

CHOICE THEORY

Return for a moment to the opening photo for this chapter. It shows the dam-
age caused by 15-year-old Charles Bishop who committed suicide by crashing 
his stolen plane into a building in Tampa, Florida. Bishop left a suicide note 
expressing support for Osama Bin Laden and the terrorist attacks on the United 
States. What does this event suggest about the rationality of people who com-
mit crime? Do rational people smash into buildings with airplanes? Do they 
exercise free will? Are they intelligent? Do they seek to maximize pleasure and 
minimize pain? If you answered yes to these questions, you likely will agree with 
the causes of crime expressed in choice theories from the Classical School of 
Criminology. These theories state that juveniles are rational, intelligent people 
who have free will or the ability to make choices. Young people calculate the 

costs and benefi ts of their 
behavior before they act. 
Crime is the result of their 
imagining greater gains 
coming from breaking the 
law than from obeying 
it. In the same way, chil-
dren who skip school fi rst 
determine the likelihood 
of getting caught against 
the potential fun they will 
have. Similarly, juveniles 
who commit serious crime 
weigh the pleasure they 
imagine they will receive 
against being arrested, 
prosecuted, convicted, and 
sent to prison. Since be-
havior is a conscious deci-
sion children make, they 
may be held responsible 
for their choices and their 
consequences.

Most delinquent 
acts are minor 

offenses. When 
young people commit 

these crimes, do 
they weigh the costs 
and benefi ts of their 

action before they 
act? Could crimes 

such as shoplifting 
be prevented 
by increasing 
punishment?
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Cesare Beccaria

A leading fi gure of the Classical School was Cesare Beccaria who formulated 
his ideas about crime control during the 18th century when the criminal justice 
systems throughout Europe were cruel and ruthless and exercised a callous in-
difference for human rights. People were punished for crimes against religion, 
such as atheism and witchcraft, and for crimes against the state, such as criti-
cizing political leaders. Worse yet, “offenders” were rarely told why they were 
punished. No one was exempt; any person could be hauled off to jail any time 
for any reason. Wealthy persons were generally spared the most torturous and 
degrading punishments, which were reserved for ordinary citizens who some-
times were burnt alive, whipped, mutilated, or branded.1

 These conditions inspired Beccaria to write an essay titled, On Crimes and 
Punishments, in which he laid the framework for a new system of justice that 
emphasized humanity, consistency, and rationality. According to Beccaria:

1.  Social action should be based on the utilitarian principle of the greatest hap-
piness for the greatest number.

2.  Crime is an injury to society, and the only rational measure of crime is the 
extent of the injury.

3.  Crime prevention is more important than punishment. Laws must be pub-
lished so that the citizenry can understand and support them.

4.  In criminal procedure, secret accusations and torture must be abolished. 
There should be speedy trials, and accused persons should have every right 
to present evidence in their defense.

5.  The purpose of punishment is to prevent crime. Punishment must be swift, 
certain, and severe. Penalties must be based on the social damage caused by 
the crime. There should be no capital punishment. Life imprisonment is a 
better deterrent. Capital punishment is irreparable and makes no provision 
for mistakes.

6.  Imprisonment should be 
widely used, but prison 
conditions should be im-
proved through better 
physical quarters and by 
separating and classifying 
inmates as to age, sex, and 
criminal histories.2

On Crimes and Punishment has 
become one of the most infl uen-
tial essays ever written. It was 
the basis for the 1791 criminal 
code of France and for salient 
ideas found in the United States 
Constitution such as (1) people are innocent until proven guilty, (2) people can-
not be forced to testify against themselves, (3) people have the right to counsel 
and to confront their accusers, and (4) people have the right to a speedy trial by 
a jury of their peers.

theor y  in  a  nutshel l
Cesare Beccaria

Beccaria believed that people were rational and 

intelligent beings who exercised free will. They 

commit crime because they imagine greater 

gains coming from crime than from conformity. 

For punishment to be effective, it must be cer-

tain, severe, and administered swiftly.
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Jeremy Bentham

A second pioneer in the reform of criminal justice in the 18th century was the 
English economist Jeremy Bentham, who believed that people seek pleasure and 
avoid pain. Bentham’s view was 
that the “best” punishment was 
one that produced more pain 
than the pleasure the offender 
received from committing the 
crime. Punishment, in other 
words, must “fi t the crime,” 
and no single punishment was 
always best; rather a variety of 
punishments should be used.
 Bentham’s ideas radically 
transformed the 19th-century 
English penal code, called “The 
Bloody Code,” because people 
were executed for harmless and minor offenses such as stealing turnips, associ-
ating with gypsies, and damaging fi sh ponds. Between 1820 and 1861, the num-
ber of capital crimes in the Code was reduced from 222 to 3 (murder, treason, 
and piracy) largely because of Bentham’s work.3

The Neoclassical School

In spite of its good intentions, the Classical School ultimately failed because 
of its own rigidity. Its major weakness was not taking into account why peo-
ple committed crime, only that they did. Their theories held all people equally 
responsible for their behavior. Those who committed similar crimes received 
comparable punishments, regardless of why the crime was committed. In other 
words, the Classical School focused on the criminal act and not the criminal 
actor. Yet, in reality, people are different. Young children, the insane, and the 
incompetent are not as responsible for their behavior as adults, the sane, and 
the competent. The idea that there are real differences among people led to the 
creation of the Neoclassical School.
 Social reformers of the Neoclassical School were sympathetic to what the 
Classical School wanted to achieve. They agreed that people were rational, intel-
ligent beings who exercised free will. However, they also thought some crimes 
were caused by factors beyond the offender’s control. Mitigating circumstances, 
or factors such as age or mental disease, might infl uence the choices people make 
and affect a person’s ability to form criminal intent or mens rea (guilty mind). 
This is why today, children under age 7 cannot legally commit a crime—they 
are believed to be incapable of having a guilty mind.4

 The introduction of mitigating circumstances at criminal trials gave rise to 
the principle of individual justice, the idea that criminal law must refl ect differ-
ences among people and their circumstances. Individual justice produced a se-
ries of important developments including the insanity defense and the inclusion 
of expert witnesses; perhaps most important, it was the cornerstone for a new 
explanation of crime that blamed delinquency on individual traits or characteris-
tics that were in place before the act was committed. The foundation of this new 

theor y  in  a  nutshel l
Jeremy Bentham

Bentham argued that the purpose of criminal 

law was to provide for the “greatest happiness 

for the greatest number” of people. He also 

proposed that the “punishment must fi t the 

crime” and that no single punishment was al-

ways best.

Bentham suggested that 

the punishment should 

fi t the crime. Does the 

criminal justice system 

in the United States 

do this for serious 

felonies? Should legal 

condemnation and 

punishment match the 

barbarity of certain 

crimes?

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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way of thinking about crime was scientifi c determinism, which depended on the 
scientifi c method to explain crime and was the focus of the Positive School of 
Criminology. These theories are discussed later in this chapter and in Chapters 
6, 7, and 8.

Where Does the Modern Classical School Theory Fit In? In the 1960s 
criminologists started to question the effectiveness of rehabilitation. A fl urry 
of evaluation studies of rehabilitation programs concluded that some treatment 
works some of the time for some offenders in some settings.5 This unconvincing 
endorsement of the rehabilitation model led to the proposal that criminals need 
to be punished. One advocate of this change was James Q. Wilson, who said:

Wicked people exist. Nothing avails except to set them apart from innocent 
people. And many people, neither wicked nor innocent, but watchful, dissem-
bling, and calculating of their chances, ponder our reaction to wickedness as a 
clue to what they might profi tably do.6

In this view, the reason to punish crime is that if crime is not punished, people 
“on the fence” will think crime pays and possibly commit it.
 About the same time other criminologists were busy constructing “new” 
theories. Ronald Clarke and Derek Cornish introduced rational choice theory, 
in which they charged that delinquents are rational people who make calculated 
choices regarding what they are going to do before they act. Offenders collect, 
process, and evaluate information about the crime and make a decision whether 
to commit it after they have weighed the costs and benefi ts of doing so. Crime 
represents a well thought-out decision. Offenders decide where to commit it, 
who or what to target, and how to execute it.7

 Research has found that many offenders do select a specifi c location to com-
mit crime. Bruce Jacobs has reported that crack cocaine street dealers like to 
operate in the middle of a long block because they can see everything in both 
directions.8 It also has been reported that offenders pick their crime targets only 
after they study the behavior of potential victims.9 Criminals also learn how to 
avoid arrest. Successful crack cocaine dealers, for instance, know where to hide 
drugs on their person, on the street, and at home.10

 A similar explanation is the theory advanced by Lawrence Cohen and Mar-
cus Felson. Their routine activities theory examines the crime target or what-
ever it is the offender wants to take control of, whether it is a house to break 
into, a bottle of beer, merchandise from a department store, or illegally down-
loading music off the Internet. Cohen and Felson argue that before a crime will 
be committed three elements must converge: (1) motivated offenders, (2) suitable 
targets, and (3) an absence of people to deter the would-be offender.11 Crime 
therefore increases when there are vulnerable targets (e.g., keys left in the igni-
tion) and only a few people to protect them (e.g., police).12

 There are two problems with rational choice and routine activity theories. 
They (1) do not identify factors that motivate offenders to commit crime and 
(2) overlook factors that cause the criminalization of some behavior (smoking 
marijuana) and not other behavior (drinking alcohol).13 Nonetheless, both theo-
ries force us to recognize that every crime is a unique event. Crime may have as 
much to do with situational factors and free will as it does with the offender’s 
psychology.
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Are Offenders Rational? Are offenders rational? Do rational people mur-
der their friends? Do they stab to death a 10-year-old child walking home 
from school? Do they drop a playmate from a 14th-fl oor window because he 
would not steal candy?14 Juveniles committed each of these crimes. Research on 
whether offenders are rational has produced mixed results. Studies have found 
that street criminals, prostitutes, thieves, drug dealers and users, burglars, rob-
bers, serial killers, and rapists do calculate the risks of getting caught. Gang 
leaders have been reported to be rational decision makers when they are deter-
mining who their enemies are, what business deals to make, the likelihood of 
being caught, and how to recruit new members. However, others who commit 
the same offenses have been found to exercise less rationality than might be ex-
pected.15 Kenneth Tunnell studied the motivations of chronic property offenders 
and concluded:

1. They do not consider the legal consequences of their behavior.

2. They focus on rewards and not risks, believing they will not get caught.

3. They do not consider the law, arrest, or imprisonment.16

 Ronald Akers suggests that the concept of rationality is itself problematic. 
If to be rational means to have full and accurate access to all potential outcomes 
of behavior, classical theories are unrealistic because such predictable situations 
do not exist. If to be rational means to make a decision based on the available 
information, then offenders certainly have “limited rationality.” With limited 
rationality, the emphasis upon free will and autonomy, which is the cornerstone 
of the classical argument, is lost.17 The information that is available may be 
faulty or the individual’s assessment of the situation may be incorrect. People 

Source: Mike Keefe. Used with permission from dePIXion Studios, Inc.
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may not be as free to rationally choose between alternative courses of action as 
these theories suggest.

Are Crimes Rational? Are Offenders Amoral? Under some circumstances, 
predatory crimes like robbery are rational. However, what about bizarre crimes 
such as personal crimes of violence? Are these crimes rational? It is tempting to 
blame them on biological impulses and psychological delusions. Violence, how-
ever, may be rational in circumstances where offenders believe it will produce 
desired rewards. When rival gangs fi ght, the reward is reputation. Boyfriends 
assault girlfriends to win arguments. Children murder classmates to stop being 
bullied. To put it differently, some juveniles some of the time in some situations 
may see violence as an effective way to get what they want.18

 Another reason why some juveniles make some bad choices is their lack of 
morality and not whether they are rational. James Q. Wilson thinks juveniles 
who behave badly do so because they have not had a sense of morality instilled 
into them:

The moral relativism of the modern age has probably contributed to the in-
crease in crime rates. . . . It has done so by replacing the belief in personal 
responsibility with the notion of social causation and by supplying to those 
marginal persons at risk for crime a justifi cation for doing what they might 
have done anyway.19

Psychologist Hans Eysenck, who blames juvenile violence on parental and soci-
etal permissiveness, agrees. According to Eysenck, how young people are reared 
today has produced a serious problem: They have not developed a conscience 
because they have not been taught to connect their misbehavior with a negative 
outcome. Delinquency is the price we pay for society and parents who are not 
doing their job.20

Choice Theory and Delinquency Prevention

Choice theories aim to prevent delinquency in one of two ways; either through 
the justice model or the utilitarian punishment model. Both models hold chil-
dren responsible for their behavior. They both assume children are rational, in-
telligent beings who exercise free will. Children calculate whether to commit 
crime based on the rewards and punishments they imagine they will receive be-
fore they act. The models differ on the reasons why they punish. The justice 
model punishes offenders because of the social harm they have caused; the utili-
tarian punishment model punishes offenders to protect society.

The Justice Model In We Are the Living Proof David Fogel introduced the 
justice model, an idea that promoted imposing fi xed-time sentences, abolish-
ing parole, and using prisons to punish offenders. Fogel argued that indetermi-
nate sentences or sentences of varying time lengths (5 to 10 years, for example), 
should be abolished and replaced with determinate sentences or sentences with 
a fi xed amount of time, because the courts cannot discriminate between of-
fenders who can be reformed from those who cannot. A more fair system 
would be one where people who committed similar crimes received equivalent 
punishments.
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 Fogel’s thinking is grounded in retribution, the idea that criminals must be 
punished because of the social harm they have caused. Punishment is their just 
desert. Underlying retributive philosophy is that punishment be based on the se-
riousness of the crime and culpability of the offender. In addition, when sentenc-
ing offenders, it is wrong to consider their needs. Sentences should only refl ect 
the penalties criminals deserve for breaking the law.21

 Critics complain that Fogel’s remedies pander to a correctional policy of de-
spair rather than one of hope. There also is not much empirical support that the 
justice model leads to a more humane and impartial criminal justice system. To 
the contrary, some state legislatures have established determinant or fi xed-time 
sentences as a way to create more punitive sentences.22

The Utilitarian Punishment Model At the core of the utilitarian punishment 
model is the idea that offenders must be punished to protect society. According 
to Ernest van den Haag:

If a given offender’s offenses are rational in the situation in which he lives—if 
what he can gain exceeds the likely cost to him by more than the gain from 
legitimate activities he does—there is little that can be “corrected” in the of-
fender. Reform will fail. It often fails for this reason. What has to be changed is 
not the personality of the offender, but the cost–benefi t ratio which makes his 
offense rational. The ratio can be changed by improving and multiplying his 
opportunities for legitimate activity and the benefi ts they yield, or by decreas-
ing this opportunity for illegitimate activities, or by increasing their cost to 
him, including punishment.23

In van den Haag’s opinion, punishment deters crime. If he is right, then it should 
be possible to prevent crime by punishing offenders more severely. Support for 

Boot camps employ 
grueling mental and 
physical regiments 
in an effort to instill 
discipline and self-
worth in young 
offenders. Do boot 
camps work? In 
what ways does the 
effectiveness of boot 
camps matter to the 
general public? What 
is the allure of get-
tough responses to 
delinquency?
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this idea has steadily increased in popularity, based on research fi ndings pub-
lished by criminologists who calculated the risk of actual time served for each 
Crime Index offense. For a person who commits a crime, the likelihood of serv-
ing prison time is very, very low; however, as time served has increased, the 
crime rate has dropped (see Box 5-1).

O
ne proposal for preventing delinquency 
is to increase the punishment received 
for committing crime. This is the recom-

mendation of Classical School criminologists 
who believe people weigh the costs and ben-
efi ts of committing crime before they act. The 
juvenile crime rate is high because, for many 
people, the benefi ts of committing crime out-
weigh the costs or even the likelihood of in-
curring costs.

One way to measure the “cost of crime” is 
to estimate the actual punishment received, 
which can be calculated by multiplying the fol-
lowing probabilities:

• Being arrested for a crime after it is 
committed.

• Being prosecuted if arrested.

• Being convicted if prosecuted.

• Going to prison if convicted.

The product of this calculation is then mul-
tiplied by the median time served for an of-
fense. Consider the crime of burglary.

• For every 100 burglaries committed, about 
50 will be reported to the police.

• Data from the Federal Bureau of Investi-
gation show that about 13.8 percent of all 
reported burglaries will be cleared by arrest, 
or about 6.9 burglaries of the 
50 reported.

• About 9 out of every 10 arrests for 
burglary will be prosecuted, or 6.2 out 
of 6.9.

• Two-thirds of the resulting 6.2 prosecu-
tions will result in felony convictions, or 

4.2 felony convictions out of every 100 
burglaries.

• Of these convictions, 1.9 felons will be 
sent to prison, while the remaining 2.3 will re-
ceive some combination of probation, fines, 
or jail time.

• The overall probability of doing any prison 
time for burglary is 1.9 percent.

Once in prison, a burglar will stay there for a 
median time of about 18.5 months. An esti-
mated 1.7 of every 100 burglaries reported to 
the police resulted in prison time, so the me-
dian prison term per act of burglary in only 9.4 
days (1.7 percent � 18.5 months � 30 days 
per month). This expectation of prison time per 
crime is, of course, heavily infl uenced by the 
chances of getting caught. However, on the av-
erage, a rational, risk-neutral criminal should 
fi nd burglary profi table so long as what is sto-
len is worth more than nine days in prison. In 
addition, researchers have found that crime 
provides human, social, and personal capital 
to offenders with the ambition and motivation 
to be successful criminals. For them, the per-
ception truly is that crime does pay.

Sources: Carlo Morselli and Pierre Tremblay, “Criminal 

Achievement, Offender Networks, and the Benefi ts of Low 

Self-Control,” Criminology 42:773–804 (2004); Bill McCarthy 

and John Hagan, “When Crime Pays: Capital, Competence, 

and Criminal Success,” Social Forces 79:1035–1059 (2001); 

Morgan Reynolds, “Why Does Crime Pay?” (Dallas: The Na-

tional Center for Policy Analysis, 1992); Morgan Reynolds, 

Does Punishment Deter? (Dallas: National Center for Policy 

Analysis, 1998); Morgan Reynolds, Crime and Punishment in 

America: 1999 (Dallas: National Center for Policy Analysis, 

2000). 

D E L I N Q U E N C Y  P R E V E N T I O Nb o x  5 - 1
Does Crime Pay?
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 Several delinquency prevention programs are based on the utilitarian pun-
ishment model. In shock probation, offenders experience fear through a short 
period of incarceration preceding probation. In boot camps, offenders are drilled 
and tormented for 60 to 90 days. In Scared Straight, juveniles attend presenta-
tions at adult prisons where hardened convicts and inmates serving life sentences 
yell and scream threats of assault and rape at them, letting them know what will 
happen if they come to prison. Research evaluating the effectiveness of these 
programs has generally found they are not very successful at deterring chronic 
juvenile offenders (see Chapter 15).24 In fact, instead of controlling crime, they 
tend to increase it. Anthony Petrosino and his colleagues conducted a systematic 
review of Scared Straight programs and found that youths who went through 
the program had higher rates of offending than youths who did not. In their 
words, “on average these programs result in an increase in criminality in the ex-
perimental group when compared to a no-treatment control. According to these 
experiments, doing nothing would have been better than exposing juveniles to 
the program.”25

TRAIT THEORY

If choice theory is correct, juveniles weigh the cost and benefi ts of committing 
crime before they act. Children who sell drugs, for instance, do so because they 
believe they will make a profi t and get away with it. If caught, they believe that 
they will not be prosecuted, and if they are prosecuted, not punished too se-
verely. In contrast, trait theories, which are rooted in the biological and medical 
sciences, contend juveniles commit crimes because of particular traits, charac-
teristics, defi cits, or psychopathologies that they possess.
 Early theories of delinquency were crude, deterministic, and were implicated 
in dubious, even diabolical social policies, such as eugenics (see Box 5-2). These 
dark moments in criminology created considerable distaste for perspectives that 
attempt to explain crime by focusing on the individual traits of criminal offend-
ers. Instead, environmental accounts of delinquency, such as those advanced 
by sociologists, predominated. Most theories discussed in this text are socio-
logical in scope because criminology is dominated by the sociological perspec-
tive. Unfortunately, a consequence of this is that many sociologists have limited 
understanding of biological explanations of human behavior.26 In fact, in his 
presidential address to the American Sociological Association, Douglas Massey 
advised:

Somehow we have allowed the fact that we are social beings to obscure the 
biological foundation upon which our behavior ultimately rests. Most sociolo-
gists are woefully ignorant of even the most elementary precepts of biological 
science. If we think about biology at all, it is usually in terms of discredited 
eugenic arguments and crude evolutionary theorizing long since discarded in 
the natural sciences.27

This chapter examines several trait theories of delinquency. These theories range 
from relatively crude attempts to typify delinquents as subhuman to explana-
tions suggesting defective personalities. Over time, these approaches evolved 
from deterministic, simple notions of human behavior to multidisciplinary 

Boot camp instructors 

use physical coercion, 

verbal abuse, and 

harsh discipline 

to help delinquent 

youths understand the 

consequences of their 

misdeeds. How does this 

harsh approach reconcile 

with neoclassical 

thought?

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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research that centers on the importance of traits, environments, and the interac-
tion between traits and environments.

Biological Theories

The idea that criminals are abnormal is very old. It can be traced to the Posi-
tive School of Criminology, which marked a shift in thinking about crime from 
the act to the actor. Charles Darwin was largely responsible for this change. In 
On the Origin of Species, he argued that God had not created all the species of 
animals and that people had evolved from lower forms of life over millions of 

F
rancis Galton coined the term eugen-
ics to describe the science of improving 
the human race through better breed-

ing. According to eugenicists, an inherited 
substance in the blood called “germ plasma” 
that is present at conception determines all 
of an individual’s mental, moral, and physi-
cal characteristics. The moment someone 
commits a crime that fact is encoded in their 
blood and is transmitted to their offspring. 
In 1877, Richard Dugdale used this idea to 
study intelligence and deviancy. In The Jukes, 
he located more than 1,000 descendants of 
Ada Jukes and found they included 140 crimi-
nals, 280 paupers, 40 people with venereal 
disease, and assorted other deviant types. 
Dugdale concluded that the Jukes suffered 
from “degeneracy and innate depravity.” In 
The Kallikak Family, Henry Goddard traced the 
descendants of Martin Kallikak, who “had two 
lines of progeny, one from a ‘feebleminded’ 
barmaid and the other from a ‘respectable’ 
girl of a good family.” The illegitimate union 
produced many paupers, criminals, alcohol-
ics, and mentally defi cient people, while there 
were few of these types found among descen-
dants of the legitimate union.

Eugenics remained popular in the early 
20th century. It had become so much a part 
of the American landscape that laws were 
passed making it illegal for African Ameri-
cans and whites and for Asian Americans and 
whites to marry. In 1922 and 1924 federal 

laws were passed to restrict the immigration 
of southern and eastern Europeans into the 
United States. Large numbers of the “infe-
rior” people who already lived in the United 
States were institutionalized and sterilized. 
In 1907 Indiana passed the fi rst sterilization 
law, with Connecticut following soon after. In 
total, 33 states passed laws prescribing the 
compulsory sterilization of the feebleminded, 
mentally ill, and chronic criminal offenders. In 
spite of these statutes, sterilization did not 
gain widespread acceptance in the United 
States until the 1920s. In 1927 the U.S. Su-
preme Court ruled in Buck v. Bell that steril-
ization laws were constitutional. Borrowing 
from the Court’s reasoning in Buck, the Ger-
man Nazi government passed legislation that 
provided the legal basis for sterilizing at least 
350,000 people. The second Supreme Court 
case involved an Oklahoma law that pre-
scribed the involuntary sexual sterilization of 
chronic criminal offenders. In 1942 in Skinner 
v. Oklahoma, the Court ruled that involuntarily 
sexual sterilization of criminals was unconsti-
tutional. With such a dark history, it is easy 
to understand why biological approaches to 
criminology are at times controversial.

Sources: Richard Dugdale, The Jukes (New York: Putnam, 

1877); Henry Goddard, The Kallikak Family (New York: Mac-

millan, 1912); Buck v. Bell, 274 U. S. 200 (1927); Skinner v. 

Oklahoma, 316 U. S. 535 (1942).

A  W I N D O W  O N  D E L I N Q U E N C Yb o x  5 - 2
The Dark History of Biological Criminology
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years. Then, in Descent of Man, Darwin proposed that (1) God had not made 
people in his own image and (2) there were very few differences between people 
and animals. Darwin’s ideas captured the attention of 19th-century criminolo-
gists who called themselves Positivists because they believed using the scientifi c 
method was the best way to study crime. These scholars formed the Positive 
School of Criminology. They attributed crime to factors that were in place be-
fore the crime was committed, and they believed that it was their job to discover 
what the factors were. Contrary to choice theory, in trait theory explanations, 
free will has nothing to do with why people commit crime; crime is caused by an 
antecedent condition that precedes the act. The fi rst trait theories were rooted in 
the offender’s biology.

Atavism The Italian criminologist Cesare Lombroso constructed the fi rst trait 
theory of crime, when he argued that you could tell how highly evolved someone 
was from their physical appearance. Applying Darwin’s teachings, Lombroso 
theorized that criminals were atavistic beings or throwbacks to an earlier, more 
primitive stage of human development. They more closely resembled their ape-
like ancestors in traits, abilities, and dispositions. Because criminals were not so 
highly evolved, they possessed stigmata or distinctive physical features, such as 
an asymmetrical face, an enormous jaw, large or protruding ears, and a receding 
chin that distinguished them from ordinary people. Through no fault of their 
own, criminals were incapable of obeying the complex rules and regulations of 
modern society and should be placed in restrictive institutions, like prisons.28

 Years later the English economist Charles Goring challenged the validity of 
Lombroso’s fi ndings. Goring compared the physical measurements of 3,000 En-
glish convicts on 43 traits with similar measurements from a sample of university 
students. He found no evidence of a physical type of criminal.29 Goring’s con-
clusion remained unchallenged until 1939, when Harvard anthropologist Ear-
nest Hooton discovered that Goring had ignored his own data that refuted his 
argument (and supported Lombroso). Upon reexamining Goring’s data, Hooton 
found relative differences between criminals and nonoffenders.30 What is in-
teresting is that more than 125 years after Lombroso made his claims, Zeynep 
Benderlioglu and his colleagues found that men and women with asymmetrical 
extremities—ears, fi ngers, or feet of different sizes or shapes—were more likely 
to react aggressively when annoyed or provoked. The researchers argued that 
factors such as smoking or drinking during a pregnancy might stress a fetus 
in various ways, causing slight physical imperfections and also poorer impulse 
control.31

Body Type In 1949 William Sheldon theorized there was a relationship be-
tween body type and delinquency, an idea known as somatotype theory. Shel-
don identifi ed three ideal body types: Endomorphs, who are relaxed, comfort-
able, extroverted “softies”; Mesomorphs who are active, assertive, and lust for 
power; and Ectomorphs who are introverted, overly sensitive, and love privacy. 
Sheldon tested his thesis by “typing” the bodies of 200 incarcerated juvenile of-
fenders and 4,000 male college students. He found that delinquents were more 
likely to be mesomorphs and much less likely to be ectomorphs. He detected no 
signifi cant differences between the groups on endomorphs.32 His research has 
been replicated as other criminologists continue to search for a link between 
mesomorphy and delinquency. Sheldon Glueck and Eleanor Glueck compared 
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the body types of 500 delinquents and 500 nondelinquents and also found that 
delinquents were more likely to be mesomorphs.33 Juan Cortes and Florence 
Gatti typed 100 delinquents and 100 high school students and reported similar 
fi ndings, that 57 percent of the delinquents and only 20 percent of the nondelin-
quents were mesomorphs.34

 If there is a relationship between body type and delinquency, it could be 
linked to temperament. For instance, Adrian Raine, David Farrington, and 
their colleagues studied the effects of body size on delinquency among a sample 
of 1,130 children. They found that large body size at age 3 was predictive of 
increased aggression at age 11. Large children tended to be more fearless and 
stimulation-seeking, but the effects of body size on delinquency remained after 
controlling for temperament.35 However, there may be other explanations. Me-
somorphs may be more effective at acting out their frustrations and desires than 
more delicately built children. Possibly, being muscular enables mesomorphs 
to be admitted into delinquent gangs. It could be that since masculinity allows 
someone to more easily dominate others, it encourages the use of violence and 
threats. Muscularity may be a sign of masculinity and physical toughness, so 
boys with muscles feel they need to play the role of the “tough guy.” Finally, 
maybe the relationship researchers have found between mesomorphy and delin-
quency results from juvenile justice offi cials, particularly police, regarding me-
somorphy as a sign of danger and reacting differently toward mesomorphs than 
they do toward other body types.

Autonomic Hypoactivity and ADHD In hindsight, early trait theories of de-
linquency seem almost laughable in their crudeness. However, scholarly investi-
gations of the biological or physiological differences between serious delinquents 
and nondelinquents continue. Today, this line of research examines internal fac-
tors, such as heart rate, brain activity, and brain structure, not external dif-
ferences, such as physical appearance. The most consistently documented bio-
logical correlate of delinquency is autonomic hypoactivity or an underaroused 
system marked by a low resting heart rate. Low resting heart rate is more com-
monly found among males than females, among chronic offenders than norma-
tive delinquents, among violent offenders compared to nonviolent offenders, and 
among prisoners than those in the community. The relationship between low 
resting heart rate and antisocial behavior has been replicated in samples from 
Canada, England, Germany, Mauritius, New Zealand, and the United States.36 
David Farrington examined the predictors of violence using 48 sociological, 
psychological, and biological independent variables. He found that low resting 
heart rate was the most robust and consistent predictor of crime.37

 Several explanations for why resting heart rate is so predictive of crime have 
been offered. There are important differences among people in how their brains 
are structured and how information is processed. A growing body of literature 
confi rms that criminality is tied to differences in brain structure, which affects 
people’s ability to exercise self-control (frontal lobe) and respond to environ-
mental changes (temporal lobe). For some people, their brains produce more or 
fewer chemicals than they need. A brain, for example, that produces too little 
serotonin, may cause a behavioral condition that has been coupled with impul-
sivity, aggression, and violent offending.38 A possible consequence for children 
with brains that produce too little serotonin, which is one of the neurotransmit-
ters that sends communications between the brain and nerve cells, is attention 
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defi cit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), the most common neurobehavioral dis-
order of childhood. A physician in Providence, Rhode Island, who was studying 
the causes of delinquency, discovered ADHD in the 1930s when he stumbled 
across a way to calm rowdy boys by giving them stimulants. Since low arousal 
is an unpleasant physiological state, youths seek stimulation to increase their 
arousal levels to normal levels. The stimulant helps arousal levels achieve nor-
mal levels. The discovery led to the creation of the fi rst generation of drugs to 
treat ADHD.39

 ADHD is generally recognizable by its symptoms, which include inattention 
and hyperactivity, that cause diffi culty in school, poor relationships with family 
and peers, and low self-esteem. Children with ADHD are more than just fi dg-
ety; their “motor” is running all of the time. They run, jump, climb everywhere, 
constantly lose and misplace things, have diffi culty following simple instruc-
tions, have trouble fi nishing work, and need constant reminders to remain on 
task. When these children want something they go for it without thinking of 
the consequences. Immediate gratifi cation is the driving force. ADHD symp-
toms usually appear before age 4, but children often are not diagnosed with the 
disorder until they enter school where they talk excessively, interrupt teachers, 
and sometimes commit physically dangerous acts. It is not easy, however, to de-
termine whether a child has ADHD or some other disorder. In one study more 
than half of the children who received medication for ADHD did not have it.40

 It is estimated that between 4 and 12 percent of the school-age population 
of children age 6 to 12 are diagnosed with ADHD, and the disorder is approxi-
mately fi ve times more common in boys than in girls.41 A national estimate of 
the adult prevalence of ADHD is 4 percent based on the National Comorbidity 
Survey Replication.42 Since ADHD is a relatively stable disorder, the adult pre-
valence should be consistent with ADHD estimates in children and adolescents. 
ADHD in girls, however, may be as common as it is among boys and might 

Brain scan images produced by positron emission tomography (PET) show 
differences in the brains of an adult with ADHD (right) and an adult without 
ADHD (left). Has sociological criminology been completely misguided by ignoring 
the role of biology in behavior? Whatever the effects of all theories of delinquency, 
are they all subservient to a simpler explanation: the human brain? 

Children with ADHD are 

diffi cult to parent and 

educate because of their 

consistently disruptive 

behavior. Should ADHD 

children be medicated to 

control their behavior? 

What are the benefi ts 

and costs of medicating 

children?

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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be underdiagnosed because girls with ADHD have developed more passive and 
acceptable coping strategies than boys.43 Rather than being rebellious, ADHD 
girls often are inattentive and misdiagnosed as being lazy or spacey when they 
are not.44 Teresa Nadder and her colleagues have found that the symptoms of 
ADHD are similar for boys and girls.45 Compared to girls who do not have 
ADHD, girls with the disorder are more likely to smoke and to have conduct 
disorder, depression, anxiety, alcoholism, substance abuse problems, anorexia, 
and bulimia.46

 The cause of ADHD is not entirely known. In the mainstream media, it 
has been tied to heredity, prenatal stress, neurological damage, food allergies, 
family turmoil, and more. In fact, ADHD is almost entirely caused by genetics. 
Soo Rhee and his colleagues assessed the genetic and environmental infl uences 
of ADHD using data from 2,391 twin and sibling pairs from Australia. They 
found that between 85 and 90 percent of ADHD symptoms were directly at-
tributable to genes.47 Studies by behavioral geneticists have reported that youths 
with a particular genetic abnormality are likely to develop ADHD.
 There are many negative consequences of having ADHD.48 For instance, 
children with ADHD are more likely to be depressed, have speech and language 
impediments, and have learning disabilities. They also engage in more problem 
behaviors throughout their lives. In turn, they are arrested and adjudicated de-
linquent and become adult criminals much more often than non-ADHD chil-
dren.49 Nondelinquents with ADHD have been found to have better cognitive 
functioning and verbal skills than ADHD delinquents, who have more cogni-
tive defects than non-ADHD delinquents. When James Satterfi eld and his col-
leagues compared 110 children with ADHD and 88 normal children, he found 
that ADHD children were more likely to be arrested for a serious crime and 
were 21 times more likely to be institutionalized for antisocial behavior.50 Re-
cently, Travis Pratt and his colleagues conducted a meta-analysis of 20 studies 
that examined the effects of ADHD and delinquency. They found a consistent 
relationship between the disorder and crime, making ADHD an important risk 
factor for antisocial conduct.51

 The most common treatment for ADHD is drug therapy, specifi cally physi-
cians prescribing methylphenidate (Ritalin) or an amphetamine (Adderall and 
Dexedrine). Between 2000 and 2006, prescriptions for drugs to treat ADHD 
increased nearly 60 percent.52 Sales of these drugs are nearly $1 billion annu-
ally. With children as young as 5 years old being prescribed methylphenidate 
or an amphetamine, some experts worry about the potential long-term side ef-
fects of these drugs such as psychosis, mania, loss of appetite, depression, sleep 
problems, moodiness, and stunting of growth.53 Matthew Hutson reports that 
about 5 percent of children who are prescribed Ritalin complain of psychotic, 
delusional episodes where they believe that bugs are infesting their bodies.54 
Research indicates that children metabolize medications differently than adults 
and that their brains are developing much more rapidly. Some studies have dem-
onstrated that the maturing neurotransmitter system in children’s brains is so 
sensitive to drugs that the drugs may cause permanent changes in adult life.55

Frontal Lobes and Executive Functioning On September 13, 1848, a freak 
accident affecting railroad worker Phineas Gage would lead to an important sci-
entifi c discovery about the human brain and its control of behavior. While Gage 
was setting railroad track, an explosives accident sent a tamping iron, three feet 
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long and weighing about 13 pounds, through his cheekbone and out the ante-
rior frontal cortex of his head. Amazingly, not only did Gage survive the acci-
dent, but he also appeared to be generally okay, suffering minimal blood loss. 
His personality was another story. Before the accident, Gage was a responsible, 
hard-working, disciplined, congenial man who got along well with others. After 
the accident, Gage was highly impulsive, egocentric, irresponsible, irreverent, 
and did not get along well with others. He seemed entirely different in personal-
ity and temperament.56

 The Gage accident is commonly used to illustrate the role of the human 
brain, and various sections of the brain, to control different aspects of our be-
havior. With the advancement of neuroimaging techniques, such as magnetic 
resonance imaging, functional magnetic resonance imaging, and positron emis-
sion tomography, neuroscientists have learned a great deal about the workings of 
the brain and about how different parts of the brain are responsible for different 
tasks. One of the more signifi cant discoveries—and one that has direct applica-
tion to delinquency—focuses on the functions and operations of the prefrontal 
cortex.57

 The human brain consists of two main areas: the cerebral cortex and the 
subcortex. The subcortex is located beneath the cerebral cortex and contains 
the brainstem, the midbrain, and the forebrain. The subcortex performs many 
duties, but it is primarily responsible for many of the lower-order functions of 
humans, such as the regulation of breathing and the activation of refl exes. Al-
though the subcortex is essential to life, most research examining the neurologi-
cal basis of antisocial behaviors has focused on the cerebral cortex.58

Phineas Gage’s injury damaged the frontal lobes of his brain, which house the 
executive functions that control many human behaviors. Is the case of Phineas 
Gage proof that conventional and delinquent behavior is purely under the control 
of the brain? As more is discovered about the brain, will neurology render 
sociology obsolete as an explanation of crime?
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 There are two hemispheres (a left hemisphere and a right hemisphere) of 
the human brain and the cerebral cortex is found on the outer edges of both. 
Each hemisphere can be artifi cially divided into four different lobes: the fron-
tal lobe, the temporal lobe, the parietal lobe, and the occipital lobe. Each lobe 
performs specialized functions, but the lobes most likely to be related to anti-
social behaviors and traits are the two frontal lobes (one corresponding to each 
hemisphere).
 The coordinated activities of the frontal lobes are referred to as executive 
functions, which are a cluster of higher order cognitive processes involving ini-
tiation, planning, cognitive fl exibility, abstraction, and decision making that to-
gether allow the execution of contextually appropriate behavior.59 Terrie Moffi tt 
describes the day-to-day operations of the frontal lobes in this way:

[T]he normal functions of the frontal lobes of the brain include sustaining at-
tention and concentration, abstract reasoning and concept formation, goal 
formulation, anticipation and planning, programming and initiation of pur-
posive sequences of motor behavior, effective self-monitoring of behavior and 
self-awareness, and inhibition of unsuccessful, inappropriate, or impulsive be-

Source: Copyright 2007 Gary Olsen, Dubuque Schools. Used by permission.
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haviors, with adaptive shifting to alternative behaviors. These functions are 
commonly referred to as “executive functions,” and they hold consequent im-
plications for social judgment, self-control, responsiveness to punishment, and 
ethical behavior.60

Executive functioning has clear implications for involvement in delinquency be-
cause it deals with regulating impulsive tendencies, controlling emotions, sus-
taining attention, appreciating behavioral consequences, and inhibiting inap-
propriate conduct. Research has linked frontal lobe damage and impairments 
in executive functioning to delinquency, especially among life-course persistent 
offenders61 and psychopaths.62

 In addition to injuries like those sustained by Phineas Gage, there are mul-
tiple causes of brain damage that impact human behavior. Researchers have 
shown that genetic risks relating to the polymorphism monoamine oxidase A 
(MAOA) predispose persons to impulsive behavior and affect the frontal lobes.63 
Other explanations point to the biosocial underpinnings of delinquency. Kath-
leen Heide and Eldra Solomon documented how prolonged abuse and neglect 
of children can lead to biological changes in the ways that their brains process 
and respond to social stimuli. These environmentally induced changes in brain 
chemistry place individuals at greater risk for delinquency, especially the most 
serious forms of violence.64 Heide and Solomon’s work points to the essence 
of biologically based theories of delinquency, namely the interconnections be-
tween genes, biological functioning, and the social environment. The interplay 
between nature and nurture is complex and reciprocal, and the following sec-
tions highlight how nature and nurture combine to produce delinquency.

Nature–Nurture Interplay: How Does Biology Work?

Early biological theories of crime pointed to features on the human body as 
evidence of criminality. Today, it is understood that biology affects behavior 
through its heritability, for instance, characteristics people inherit from their 
biological parents, and its direct effects on human behavior, such as brain func-
tioning. The following section highlights how biological factors translate into 
social behavior, including delinquency.
 An individual’s genetic composition, or genotype, is largely responsible for 
shaping, structuring, and selecting environments that allow optimum gene ex-
pression.65 The ways that genes connect with environmental conditions is re-
ferred to as a gene X environment correlation. Gene X environment correlations 
(rGE) are important explanations for why there is often a relationship between 
an individual’s personality or temperament and the environment he or she in-
habits. Most personalities and temperaments are partially heritable, and many 
are mostly genetically created. People with certain personality traits, like a pen-
chant for thrill-seeking, are apt to fi nd themselves in dangerous or risky situa-
tions, such as bungee-jumping, skydiving classes, or riding motorcycles without 
wearing a helmet. An individual with a cautious or docile disposition would 
probably pass up the opportunity to jump out of an airplane in favor of a less 
hazardous and more mundane activity. In this case, the genes responsible for the 
creation of personality characteristics are also the genes responsible for the cre-
ation of the environment. There are three main types of rGEs—passive, evoca-
tive, and active—each of which accounts for a unique process by which genetic 
factors infl uence or otherwise mold the environment.66
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 Passive rGEs build upon the fact that parents pass along two different ele-
ments to their children: genes and an environment. Since children receive half 
of their genes from each parent and are born into environments that are largely 
created from, or refl ect, their parents’ genetic makeup, a child’s genetic propen-
sities are correlated with the environment in which that child is born. This type 
of rGE is referred to as a passive rGE because the child does not have an active 
voice in choosing his or her genotype or their familial environment—they are 
passively passed on from parent to offspring.
 For example, intelligence is a highly heritable individual characteristic. Chil-
dren who are born to intellectually savvy parents are likely to have high cogni-
tive capabilities. At the same time, intelligent parents are also likely to provide 
an environment that stimulates their child’s brain development. The child thus 
has a genetic predisposition to be “smart” and also lives in a home environment 
that promotes intelligence. Without considering the possibility that the parents’ 
genes are partially responsible for their child’s intelligence, it would appear on 
the surface that the environment is the main cause of their child’s IQ. In reality, 
however, the familial environment is so closely intertwined with genetic infl u-
ences that only genetically sensitive research designs are able to parcel out the 
relative effects of genes and the environment.
 Evocative rGEs are the second type of rGEs and refl ect the fact that people 
elicit certain responses from the environment based, in part, on their genes. A 
person with one genotype may evoke one type of response from the environ-
ment, whereas another person, with his or her own unique genotype, may evoke 
a completely different response. For example, family researchers have long recog-
nized that parents treat their children very differently depending upon how their 
children behave. Parents will likely regularly reprimand, punish, and discipline 

a diffi cult and taxing child. 
The sibling, however, who 
has an easy-going person-
ality and who is relatively 
obedient, will be much 
more enjoyable for the par-
ents to rear, and punish-
ment will be less frequent. 
In this case, children, de-
pending on their unique 
genotypes, evoke differen-
tial responses from their 
parents.67 These different 
familial environments are 
correlated with the child’s 
genetically infl uenced tem-
peraments. Evocative rGEs 
can be best summarized by 
stating that certain genetic 
polymorphisms elicit par-
ticular responses from the 
environment, and these re-
sponses are correlated with 
the person’s genotype.

The brain of an 
unborn child 

develops rapidly. 
Fifty-thousand 

neurons per second 
are generated 

during the gestation 
of a fetus; 200 

billion nerve cells 
throughout the body 

begin fi ring signals 
to an infant’s brain 

with its fi rst breath; 
3 billion learning 

connections per 
second are made in a 

child’s brain.
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 Active rGEs have the most relevance for criminologists because they help to 
explain why some adolescents associate with delinquent peers.68 Youths actively 
seek out and select environments or niches that are compatible with their person-
alities and other genetic predispositions. For some adolescents, especially those 
with a genetic proclivity to engage in mischief, antisocial friendship groups may 
be alluring and seductive. Other youths, however, particularly those who are 
not genetically predisposed to become involved in delinquency, may veer away 
from deviant peers and select more prosocial youths to befriend. According to 
the logic of active rGEs, the individual person plays an integral role in identify-
ing and selecting environments that reinforce their genetic makeup.69

Intelligence The relationship between intelligence and delinquency has had 
a colorful history. In 1575, the Spanish physician Juan Huarte formally defi ned 
intelligence as the ability to learn, exercise judgment, and be imaginative. Since 
the 16th century, scientists have designed different ways to measure intelligence. 
In 1905 Alfred Binet and Theophile Simon developed the fi rst standardized IQ 
test. In 1912, the German psychologist William Stern introduced the idea of an 
“intelligence quotient” or IQ, contending that every person had a mental age 
that could be represented by an IQ score, which is the ratio of the individual’s 
mental age multiplied by 100 and divided by his or her chronological age. The 
“average” ability for any age is 100, which is the level at which mental age and 
chronological age are equal.

Early Research Most of the early researchers who studied intelligence said very 
little about the heritability of intelligence. The idea that intelligence might be 
inherited was popularized in 1916 by Stanford University professor Lewis Ter-
man, who revised the Binet–Simon test and renamed it the Stanford–Binet Intel-
ligence Test, which is widely used today. At the beginning of the 20th century, 
criminologists who were trained in medicine or in psychology made some in-
fl ated and infl ammatory claims about the relationship between intelligence and 
crime. They suggested that people of low intelligence were easily led into law-
breaking by more clever people and did not realize that committing an offense 
in a certain way often led to getting caught and being punished.
 One psychologist, Henry Goddard, who coined the term “moron,” admin-
istered intelligence tests to prison and jail inmates and he discovered that 70 
percent were “feebleminded.” This very high percentage of low-intelligence in-
mates led the public, social reformers, and state legislators to conclude that low 
intelligence predisposed people to commit crime. Goddard’s conclusion stood 
unchallenged for more than a decade.70 In 1926 in a study comparing more than 
1,500 delinquent males with a group of male nondelinquents, John Slawson 
found no relationship between IQ and criminality.71 Replications and extensions 
of  Slawson’s pioneering work seemed to confi rm his fi ndings. In 1928 Barbara 
Burks who studied the intelligence of children of mentally defi cient parents re-
ported that when the children were placed in foster homes with a nurturing 
environment, their IQ scores reached normal levels.72 In 1931 Edwin Sutherland 
evaluated IQ studies of delinquents and refuted the idea of there being any sig-
nifi cant relationship between IQ and delinquency.73

Intelligence and Delinquency Whereas the linkage between intelligence and de-
linquency was generally rejected and even considered a taboo subject for study, 
contemporary research, which is more methodologically sophisticated, consis-
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tently reports a connection between IQ and delinquency. In a landmark study, 
Travis Hirschi and Michael Hindelang found that IQ is a better predictor of 
involvement in delinquency than race or social class and that the IQ of the aver-
age delinquent is about eight points lower than nondelinquents.74 Others have 
confi rmed their conclusion. Donald Lynam and his colleagues reported that IQ 
predicted delinquency even when controlling for important correlates of delin-
quency, such as social class, race, and academic motivation. They also found 
that the relationship between intelligence and delinquency varied by race. For 
African Americans, the effect of IQ was mediated or accounted for by school 
performance; however, this was not the case for whites.75 Leslie Leve and Patri-
cia Chamberlain reported that girls with low intelligence among other factors 
were signifi cantly likely to have an early onset of antisocial behavior, which of-
ten sets the stage for a sustained delinquent career.76 Intelligence has also been 
linked to the most serious forms of criminal behavior. Jean-Pierre Guay and his 
colleagues evaluated the intelligence–crime link among 261 sex offenders and 
150 nonsexual violent offenders in Canada. They found that sex offenders have 
signifi cantly impaired cognitive abilities compared to other criminals in areas, 
such as vocabulary, comprehension, arithmetic, mental math computations, ob-
ject assembly, letter–number sequencing, and perception.77

 How intelligence affects delinquency remains a mystery. There are at least 
fi ve possibilities. First, intelligence might have no effect. It may be that both 
intelligence and delinquency are caused by some third variable (a spurious re-
lationship), such as social class. This hypothesis is commonly held, but it has 
received no empirical support. Within the same social class, students with lower 
IQs have been reported as having higher rates of delinquency. Indeed, the idea 
that intelligence is unrelated to delinquency is a myth.78

 Second, Adrian Raine and his colleagues found that criminal offenders are 
more likely to suffer from brain dysfunction as a result of birth complications, 
environmental toxins, and head injuries, which lead to problem behaviors and 
having a low IQ. Early brain damage causes cognitive defi ciencies that produce 
an array of endless problems for children, such as school failure and low self-es-
teem, which lead to delinquency.79

 Third, the relationship between intelligence and delinquency may be con-
founded by moral reasoning and cognitive empathy, which is the ability to 
understand and share in another person’s emotional state or context. Darrick 
Jolliffe and David Farrington reviewed 35 studies of cognitive empathy, intel-
ligence, and delinquency. They found that persons who have weak cognitive 
empathy are more likely than others to be criminal offenders, and this effect 
was particularly pronounced among violent offenders. Interestingly, the link-
ages between cognitive empathy and crime disappeared once intelligence was 
considered. From this perspective, both delinquency and ability to empathize 
with others are controlled by intelligence.80

 Fourth, some contend that intelligence infl uences delinquency indirectly, that 
is, the effect is transmitted through school-experience variables. One purpose of 
IQ tests is to predict how well a person will do in school, and though they are 
not perfect, IQ tests do have a reasonably good prediction record: students who 
perform well on IQ tests tend to get good grades. School performance (grades) 
affects various aspects of the student’s life, particularly the student’s attitude to-
ward school. Students who receive good grades fi nd school more enjoyable than 
those whose grades are poor, and they seem to be more accepting of a school’s 
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authority. Students who can tolerate the school’s authority are not as likely to 
break the rules and are less likely to become delinquent. Looking at the issue 
from this perspective, we can say that low IQ leads to lower grades in school, 
lower grades lead to disliking school, disliking school leads to rejecting its au-
thority, and this rejection of authority leads some students into delinquency.81 
Jean McGloin and her colleagues found that intelligence did not directly predict 
delinquency, but did predict poor school performance, association from deviant 
peers, and low self-control. In turn, all of these variables were directly related 
to delinquency.82 Similarly, Chris Gibson and his colleagues reported that the 
independent effect of low intelligence interacts with family adversity to explain 
delinquency.83

 Fifth, Thomas Bouchard and his colleagues contend the abilities measured 
by IQ tests are partly genetic. Verbal abilities may be as inheritable as nonverbal 
abilities. Their theory is based on data from the Minnesota Twin Study, a 10-
year longitudinal study of identical twins (twins that develop from one fertilized 
egg) and fraternal twins (twins that develop from two eggs fertilized at the same 
time) who were reared apart, that found evidence of a strong genetic compo-
nent in many psychological traits, including IQ. With respect to intelligence, the 
researchers concluded that 70 percent of the infl uence on IQ scores is genetic 
and 30 percent comes from the environment. According to Bouchard and his 
colleagues, “Although parents may be able to affect their children’s rate of cog-
nitive skill acquisition, they may have relatively little infl uence on the ultimate 
level attained.”84

Hormones and Puberty It is easy to recognize the effects of “raging hor-
mones” and puberty on behavior during adolescence. For many parents, the 
years when their children are teenagers are the most challenging as parents. 
Over the years, many criminologists have explored the effects of hormones and 
puberty on delinquency, particularly the potential effects of testosterone, which 
is a hormone largely responsible for the maintenance of secondary sex charac-
teristics in males.85 Testosterone is also a correlate of aggression. James Dabbs 
and Robin Morris evaluated the relationship between testosterone, social class, 
and antisocial behavior using a large sample of 4,462 American military vet-
erans. The majority of the sample, about 4,000 veterans, had normal testos-
terone levels and 446 veterans had high testosterone levels. The latter group 
had signifi cantly greater levels of childhood and adult delinquency; narcotic, 
marijuana, and alcohol use; sexual promiscuity; and military AWOL. Further, 
socioeconomic status moderated the independent effects of testosterone, as risk 
ratios were twice as great in the low compared to high socioeconomic status 
(SES) groups.86 Alan Booth and Wayne Osgood similarly found a signifi cant 
and strong relationship between testosterone and deviance and surmised that 
this relationship was mediated by the infl uence of testosterone on social integra-
tion and prior delinquency. Both of these studies demonstrate that hormonal 
factors interact with social and environmental conditions to produce various 
behavioral effects.87

 Hormonal effects on delinquency have also been found among correctional 
samples and among more extreme forms of antisocial conduct. James Dabbs and 
his colleagues reported a relationship between testosterone level and criminal 
violence among a sample of 89 male prisoners. Among the 11 offenders with the 
lowest testosterone levels, 9 had committed nonviolent offenses. Among the 11 
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offenders with the highest testosterone levels, 9 had committed violent crimes.88 
It has also been reported that inmates who had been convicted of murder, rape, 
and child molestation had signifi cantly higher testosterone levels than offenders 
convicted of other felonies. Moreover, testosterone level signifi cantly predicted 
inmate infractions, and inmates with high hormonal levels tended to commit the 
most serious types of misconduct, such as assaulting inmates and other acts of 
overt confrontation.89 Higher testosterone levels have also been reported among 
homicide offenders who were convicted of premeditated, more “ruthless” types 
of murder.90

 The relationship between puberty and delinquency is multifaceted and im-
portant for both teenage boys and girls. Richard Felson and Dana Haynie found 
that adolescent boys who are more physically developed than their peers are 
more likely to engage in violent and property crimes, drug use, and sexual ac-
tivity. The effects of puberty on delinquency were direct and not explained by 
other individual factors. Felson and Haynie concluded that the effects of pu-
berty on delinquency are stronger than the effects of social class, race, and fam-
ily structure.”91 Among adolescent girls, early pubertal development leads to 
more strained relationships with parents and “party”-related deviance.92 Dana 
Haynie and Alex Piquero also reported that adolescents who go through pu-
berty early are more likely to be the victims of crime, and this effect is stronger 
among physically developed girls who are dating.93 Finally, Kevin Beaver and 
John Wright examined how puberty related to adolescent development and de-
linquency among a national sample of 6,504 youths. They found that among 
boys and girls, early puberty contributed to greater association with delinquent 
peers, and, in turn, delinquency. However, the effects of puberty on delinquency 
were more pronounced among males than females. During puberty, boys tended 
to have poorer impulse control, to have more negative interaction styles with par-
ents and peers, and to associate more frequently with other delinquent boys.94

Family, Twin, and Adoption Studies Criminologists have commonly utilized 
family studies to examine the heritability of antisocial behavior. In family stud-
ies, index subjects, known as proband, who present the trait or behavior under 
investigation, such as criminality, are compared to a control group of persons 
who do not present the trait or behavior. From these study groups, the prevalence 
of the trait is examined among fi rst-degree relatives (children, siblings, or parents) 
of the proband and control subjects. Genetic effects are inferred or estimated 
when the trait or behavior is more prevalent among relatives of the proband than 
control group. Sheldon and Eleanor Glueck used family study designs to exam-
ine the heritability of crime among their classic samples of delinquent youth. In 
their sample of male delinquents, the Gluecks found that the prevalence of family 
member arrest was nearly 200 percent greater among proband than controls.95 
For females, the prevalence of family member arrest was about 160 percent 
higher among proband than controls. In short, the Gluecks provided speculative 
but empirically compelling evidence that crime “runs in the family.”96

 Robert Cloninger, Samuel Guze, and their colleagues produced even stron-
ger evidence for the heritability of crime in their studies of the transmission 
of sociopathy among families. In a study of 519 fi rst-degree relatives of socio-
pathic males, the prevalence of sociopathy among proband subjects was more 
than 330 percent higher than among controls.97 Cloninger and Guze found even 
stronger effects among female index subjects using arrests and sociopathy di-

M4313.indb   166M4313.indb   166 8/23/07   4:08:52 PM8/23/07   4:08:52 PM



c h a p t e r  5 Individual Theories of Delinquency: Choice and Trait Explanations 167

agnosis as outcomes. The prevalence of arrest and sociopathy diagnoses were 
nearly 700 percent greater among proband and control subjects.98 Their work 
provided compelling evidence that the most pernicious forms of delinquent po-
tential, including sociopathy, are largely inherited.99 More recently, David Rowe 
and David Farrington examined the familial transmission of criminal convic-
tions using data from 344 families with two or more children selected from the 
Cambridge Study in Delinquent Development. Rowe and Farrington assessed 
whether the effect of parent convictions on children convictions was direct or 
mediated through the quality of family environment, such as parental supervi-
sion, child rearing, and family size. They found a direct effect without mediation 
from family environment and concluded that “unmeasured genetic or environ-
ment infl uences may determine convictions to a greater degree than measured 
aspects of the family environment.”100 It has also been reported that paternal 
criminality is the strongest familial predictor of delinquency in children.101 To 
illustrate, children of murderers are a staggering 2,400 percent more likely to 
commit violent crimes than children whose parents were not murderers.102

 Another way to evaluate the impact of heredity on behavior is to study 
twins. There are monozygotic twins (MZ) or identical twins, which have identi-
cal DNA and come from one fertilized egg; and dizygotic twins (DZ) or frater-
nal twins, who come from two separate eggs fertilized at the same time. Fra-
ternal twins are no more alike genetically than non-twin siblings. If there is a 
genetic factor in delinquency, MZ twins should be more alike than DZ twins. 
This similarity is called concordance, which occurs when both twins share a 
characteristic. For example, if one twin is delinquent and the other twin also is 
delinquent, there exists concordance with respect to delinquency. Conversely, if 
one twin is delinquent and the other is not, this is called discordance.
 In 1929 Johannes Lange published the fi rst study of twins and criminality. 
He examined 37 twin pairs: 13 MZ twins and 17 DZ twins (seven pairs could 
not be classifi ed). In each pair at least one twin had been in prison. In 10 of the 
13 MZ pairs, the other twin had also been in prison, while in only two of the 
17 DZ pairs had both twins served prison sentences.103 Karl Christiansen com-
pleted the earliest comprehensive twin study in Denmark. He identifi ed 3,586 
twin pairs born between 1870 and 1920 that were listed in the Danish Twin 
Register. Christiansen reviewed police records and court documents for each 
twin set. A total of 926 twins belonging to 799 of the pairs had committed at 
least one criminal offense. He computed the criminal concordance rates for the 
sample and found much greater concordance between crime and the criminal 
careers of MZ twins than for DZ twins.104

 David Rowe and Wayne Osgood examined the genetic and environmental 
causes of antisocial behavior using a sample of 168 MZ twin pairs (61 males, 107 
females) and 97 same-sex DZ twin pairs (38 males, 59 females). They explored 
the frequency with which the youth committed assorted interpersonal (violent), 
property, and nuisance offenses during the prior year. Rowe and Osgood found 
that more than 60 percent of the variation in antisocial acts and delinquent peer 
associations was accounted for by genetic factors. Among male twins, genes ex-
plained 61 percent of the variation and environmental factors explained 39 per-
cent of the variation. For female twins, genes accounted for 64 percent of the 
variation with environmental factors explaining the remaining 36 percent.105 In 
a subsequent study, David Rowe examined the common-family environmental, 
within-family environmental and hereditary components of  antisocial behavior. 
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Common-family environmental components, which included social class, child 
rearing styles, parental attitudes, parental religion, and other factors, did not 
infl uence antisocial behavior, but heredity did. The primary genetic antecedents 
of antisocial behavior were deceitfulness and temperamental traits, such as lack 
of empathy, anger, and impulsivity.106 It has also been reported that the concor-
dance rates for self-reported delinquency among MZ twins to be much higher 
than for DZ twins. MZ twins also were found to have more delinquent friends 
than DZ twins do. Genes predispose some children to select friends who are 
delinquent.107

 Another way to evaluate the relationship between heredity and behavior is 
by studying adoptees. Adopted children usually have little or no contact with 
their biological parents. Therefore, to the extent that their behavior resembles 
the behavior of their biological parents, an argument can be made that genes 
infl uence behavior.
 Barry Hutchings and Sarnoff Mednick compared the criminal records of 
662 adopted sons with criminal records of their biological and adoptive fathers. 
When both the biological and adoptive fathers had a criminal record, 36 percent 
of the sons were criminal; when only the biological father had a criminal record, 
22 percent of the sons were criminal; when only the adoptive father was crimi-
nal, 12 percent of the sons were criminal; and when neither of the fathers were 
criminal, only 10 percent of the sons had a record.108

 Mednick and his associates matched the court convictions of 14,427 male 
and female adoptees with the court convictions of their biological mothers and 
fathers and their adoptive mothers and fathers. They found that the criminality 
of the child was more closely related to the criminality of the biological par-
ents. Follow-up research has produced similar fi ndings.109 In a Swedish study of 

MZ twins have 
similar levels of 

criminality. Why 
do criminologists 

trained as 
sociologists often 

ignore or dismiss this 
fact?
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nearly 900 male adoptees, it was reported that the criminal histories of children 
were more similar to those of their biological parents than to their adoptive 
parents.110 In follow-up research, Raymond Crowe analyzed arrest records of 
52 adoptees who had been separated from their incarcerated biological moth-
ers. He compared them to a group of adoptees whose biological mothers had no 
criminal record and discovered that the adoptees of the “criminal” mothers were 
about 500 percent more likely than the adoptees of “noncriminal mothers” to 
have an arrest record.111 He also found that adoptees with “criminal mothers” 
were more likely than adoptees with “noncriminal mothers” to be diagnosed 
with antisocial personalities.112

Nurture–Nature Interplay: How Does Environment Work?

Behavior is under the control of the brain, which is constructed of complex 
neural circuits that begin to form shortly after conception and grow and change 
throughout life as genes and cells interact with the environment. For instance, 
researchers found that teens who played violent video games and then performed 
simple tasks used different parts of their brain than children who played other, 
nonviolent video games. Apparently, playing violent video games makes chil-
dren’s brains fi re differently, especially affecting the ability to concentrate and 
modulate emotion. This could potentially make a child more aggressive since 
video games can affect brain physiology.113

 The brain directs people’s activities in everyday life, but the activities them-
selves shape how the brain processes information throughout life. The environ-
ment, in other words, contributes to both the brain’s contents and to its wiring. 
However, the brain of an unborn child is not a miniature of an adult’s. Rather, 
it is a dynamically changing structure that is adversely affected by outside con-
taminants in social environments. This section reviews some of the unfortu-
nately many environmental conditions that are known to cause serious biological 
damage to developing children, create risk factors for delinquency, and preclude 
health human development.114

Maternal Cigarette Smoking The public health costs of cigarette smoking 
are alarming. Each year, secondhand smoke kills 49,000 adult nonsmokers via 
heart disease and lung cancer. Nearly 500 newborns die from sudden infant 
death syndrome induced by secondhand smoke. Also each years, children ex-
perience nearly 800,000 ear infections and 200,000 episodes of asthma related 
to smoking.115 Beyond the dangers of secondhand smoke is “thirdhand smoke,” 
which is the particles and gases given off by cigarettes that cling to walls, clothes, 
furniture, skin, and hair. Thirdhand smoke can linger for months depending on 
the ventilation and level of contamination. Since crawling babies explore the 
world by touching—and tasting—anything they can get their hands on, the en-
vironmental effects of cigarette smoke and its byproducts are disastrous.116

 Mothers who smoke while pregnant and parents who smoke around their 
children may be foreshadowing a tendency to place personal desires ahead of a 
concern for the potential long-term detrimental consequences for their children. 
Many criminologists have explored maternal smoking as a risk factor for delin-
quency and other problem behaviors. Nancy Day and her colleagues studied the 
effects of prenatal nicotine exposure on preschoolers’ behavior and produced 
several distressing fi ndings. Children whose mother’s smoked while pregnant 

M4313.indb   169M4313.indb   169 8/23/07   4:08:56 PM8/23/07   4:08:56 PM



170 s e c t i o n  2 Explaining Delinquency

were signifi cantly likely to 
be emotionally unstable, 
physically aggressive, and 
socially immature and to 
have oppositional defi ant 
disorder. Tobacco exposure 
was the strongest predictor 
of oppositional and defi ant 
behavior among children at 
age 3. At age 10, these chil-
dren had severe defi cits in 
learning and memory.117

 Patricia Brennan and 
her colleagues studied the 
long-term effects of mater-
nal smoking during preg-
nancy among a birth cohort 
of males from Denmark. 
Controlling for a host of 
predictors of crime, they 
found that children whose 
mother’s smoked while 
pregnant with them were 
signifi cantly likely to en-
gage in persistent criminal 
behavior into adulthood. 

In fact, smoking contributed to violent and property offending even when the 
males were age 34.118 Maternal smoking during pregnancy also caused psychiat-
ric problems among the males well into adulthood.119 Chris Gibson and Stephen 
Tibbetts similarly found that prenatal and perinatal exposure to maternal smok-
ing contributed to an early onset of delinquency and police contacts.120 Recent 
reviews have concluded that maternal smoking during pregnancy is a formida-
ble risk factor for delinquency and related problem behaviors.121 Moreover, this 
important public health threat is wholly preventable.

Alcohol Alcohol, the #1 drug of choice of children and adolescents, is another 
major environmental risk factor for delinquency. The U.S. Surgeon General re-
ports that 1 in 12 women use alcohol at some point during their pregnancy, and 
the effects of alcohol on the fetus range from cognitive problems to severe growth 
defi ciencies.122 Each day, roughly 7,000 children under age 16 take their fi rst 
drink of alcohol. By age 18, one in four children is exposed to family alcoholism 
or alcohol abuse. In terms of prenatal exposure and abuse within their families, 
alcohol poses a signifi cant threat to healthy social development. Alcohol use 
among children, particularly among those who begin drinking in elementary 
and middle school, increases the likelihood of depression and other psychiatric 
problems, poorer school performance, health problems, and delinquency.123

 Overall, the greatest environmental threat posed by alcohol use and abuse 
is that it places children and adolescents into social circumstances and friend-
ship networks that increase the likelihood of delinquency. For instance, Jason 
Ford found that heavy drinking among adolescents reduces their social attach-
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ment to family members and others in the community. Alcohol abuse also in-
creases involvement in other acts of delinquency, which in turn contributes to 
greater drinking. Problem drinking, in other words, does not occur in isolation. 
Instead, it weakens an individual’s bond to society.124 Other large-scale proj-
ects conducted in Canada, Norway, and the United States linked early expo-
sure to alcohol and problem drinking to aggression, victimization, and general 
delinquency.125

Chemical Poisoning Few people blame delinquency on environmental toxins 
and chemicals. However, a growing body of evidence suggests that chemical 
pollutants such as mercury, a dangerous neurological toxin, are especially harm-
ful when ingested by children. Much of this mercury is emitted into the air from 
coal-burning power plants. Mercury pollution from power plants ends up being 
deposited into waterways and accumulating up the food chain, where it ends up 
on our dinner plates. For instance, Colorado posted health warnings for nearly 
20,000 acres of lakes warning people to limit fi sh consumption. Exposure to 
mercury causes damage to the brain, kidneys, and cardiovascular system. Those 
most vulnerable are young children whose brains are still developing. Pregnant 
women, new mothers, and women who may become pregnant are especially at 
risk. In a recent study by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, it was 
reported that one in six women of childbearing age have enough mercury in 
their bodies to put the health of their children at risk.126

 While chemicals do not cause children to commit crime, they indirectly affect 
behavior by interfering with the ability of the brain to perceive and react to the 
environment. Besides mercury, another toxin that adversely affects brain func-
tioning and may cause changes in behavior in children is lead. In the 1970s and 
1980s the United States phased out leaded gasoline, which had poisoned more 
than 65 million children over the more than 50 years it was used. Public-health 
advocates had warned politicians for many years that using lead in gasoline was 
dangerous. During these decades, lead pollution caused learning disabilities, 
hearing loss, reduced attention spans, and lower IQs—as it has for centuries. For 
instance, renowned composer Ludwig van Beethoven died in 1827 as the result 
of lead poisoning.127 Yet, more than seven million tons of lead was burned in the 
United States before it was banned. The good news is that now that lead is illegal, 
the percentage of children with elevated blood lead has decreased dramatically in 
the past three decades.128

 Lead gets into the bodies of children in different ways. A pregnant woman may 
transmit lead to her children. Another possibility is that children will ingest lead 
through dust particles traveling in the air or by eating sweet-tasting  lead-based 
paints peeled or chipped from walls. Lead-based paint was banned in the United 
States in 1978, but it is still found in many homes. A recent discovery found 
that candy and candy wrappers from more than 100 brands sold in California, 
most of them from Mexico, have tested positive for dangerous levels of lead, 
and nothing is being done about it. The lead from wrappers seeps into the candy 
and, when eaten by children, enters their bloodstream.129

 Once lead enters a child’s body, it makes its way into the bloodstream, then 
into soft body tissue (which includes the brain and kidneys), and fi nally into the 
hard tissue (bones and teeth).130 Children are more susceptible to low levels of 
lead poisoning than adults because their nervous systems are developing faster, 
they are exposed to more lead, and their lead absorption rate is higher. A high 
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percentage of the lead children absorb is not eliminated from their bodies for 20 
or more years (see Box 5-3).
 Lead damages a child’s internal organs, causes brain and nerve damage, 
and results in intelligence and behavioral problems, particular in children. Lead 
poisoning has also been connected to delinquency. Herbert Needleman and his 
colleagues published a report that showed bone lead levels are much higher in 
adjudicated delinquents than in nondelinquents regardless of race. In an earlier 
study, Needleman and his associates reported that children with high levels of 
bone lead were more aggressive, self-reported more delinquency, and exhibited 
more attention diffi culties. Lead poisoning also interfered with school perfor-
mance.131 In a related study of 900 boys, Deborah Denno concluded that lead 
poisoning was a principal predictor of delinquency and chronic criminality in 
adulthood.132

 Children are differentially exposed to lead poisoning. The children most 
susceptible to lead poisoning are poor, African American children. Their envi-
ronments, including their homes and schools, are much more likely to be heavily 
contaminated with lead and other toxins than are the environments other chil-
dren live in. It has been found that lower-class African American children are 
eight times more likely than affl uent white children to have high and dangerous 
levels of lead in their blood. Lead poisoning also differs by age. Children be-

Lead poisoning caused the death of famous composer Beethoven in 1827 and is 
linked to numerous developmental disorders in children. How do the devastating 
effects of lead confi rm both sociological and biological theories of delinquency? 
Could the rise in behavioral and developmental disorders, such as ADHD and 
autism, be caused by environmental pollutants such as lead?
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tween the ages of 2 and 4 years old are most likely to suffer from elevated blood 
lead levels. Children under age 1 are the least likely to have been poisoned by 
lead.133

Nutrition Are children what they eat? Does the food children ingest affect 
their behavior? Is a partial remedy for delinquency to change the diets of chil-
dren? These questions have puzzled criminologists ever since 1942 when Hugh 
Sinclair suggested that poor diets, particularly ones defi cient in vitamins B3, 
B6, and omega-3 essential fatty acids, were a cause of antisocial behavior and 

C
hildren are among the most powerless 
people in society. They are exposed 
to many dangers they can do noth-

ing about. One place they face danger is in 
school. We are not talking here about school 
violence, but the danger children face in 
school when they are exposed to pesticides 
that are applied on school grounds and haz-
ards from new schools that are built on or 
near land contaminated by chemicals.

An increasing amount of scientifi c evi-
dence indicates that exposure to chemicals 
harms children in a variety of ways, including 
asthma, cancers, and learning disabilities. 
The Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), 
for example, has recently determined that the 
pesticide Dursban, a common pesticide used 
to control termites, poses signifi cant health 
risks to children. Chemicals like Dursban harm 
the nervous, hormone, reproductive, and im-
mune systems of growing children, which may 
lead them to be hyperactive, slow to learn, 
disruptive in school, and affl icted with certain 
types of cancer.

Children are more susceptible to environ-
mental toxins than adults because they are 
growing more rapidly and their immune sys-
tems are less able to handle toxins. In many 
schools the lives of children are endangered 
on a daily basis from exposure to toxins. This 
is because those schools:

1.  Are built on contaminated land or near 
an industrial, commercial, or municipal 
site (e.g., chemical plant, airport, free-

way, or landfill) that daily releases toxic 
chemicals into the air and surrounding 
community.

2.  Spray toxic pesticides to kill pests that 
subsequently contaminate carpets and 
floors and leave pesticide residue behind 
in the sprayed areas.

3.  Apply weed killer and toxic fertilizers 
throughout school grounds, exposing 
children to residues as they play sports 
and use playground equipment.

4.  Are poorly maintained, which provides a 
habitat for pests, molds, and allergies, 
and allows toxic residues to accumulate.

There also are no federal guidelines regu-
lating where schools can be built. Only Cali-
fornia has a policy that guides the location 
of new schools. In the other 49 states, cash-
strapped school districts build new schools 
on whatever land they can afford. Many new 
schools have been proposed for locations on 
old industrial land that has been poisoned 
with toxic chemicals. Other schools have 
been proposed near industrial plants that re-
lease toxins on a daily basis. Too many exist-
ing schools are already located on poisoned 
sites.

Sources: Poisoned Schools (Falls Church, VA: Center for 

Health, Environment and Justice, 2001). The full report is 

available online at http://www.childproofi ng@chej.org, ac-

cessed April 20, 2007; Tamara Henry, “Schools on Con-

taminated Ground, Groups Says,” USA TODAY, March 19, 

2001:6D.

A  W I N D O W  O N  D E L I N Q U E N C Yb o x  5 - 3
Poisoned Schools
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 persuaded the British government to supplement the diet of all children with 
cod-liver oil and orange juice.134 Today, nutrition is as important as ever as a 
health factor among children and adolescents. In the United States, about one-
third of children are overweight or at risk of being overweight. Nearly 70 per-
cent of adolescents purchase junk food and soda for lunch from vending ma-
chines in their schools.135

 Research has time and again shown a link between nutrition and behavior. 
Stephen Schoenthaler and his colleagues have conducted a variety of studies ex-
amining the association between diet and aggressive behavior. They conducted 
an experiment on 80 working class children who had been formally disciplined 
for violating school rules during the school year. Half of these children were 
administered a daily vitamin–mineral supplement for four months, while the 
others received placebos. Children who took the vitamin–mineral supplement 
exhibited a 47 percent lower mean rate of antisocial behavior than the children 
receiving the placebos. This fi nding affi rmed other research that has consistently 
revealed reductions in disciplinary actions in incarcerated children who received 
a vitamin–mineral supplement. Moreover, the greatest decrease in rule-violating 
behavior is among children who previously have been identifi ed as chronic of-
fenders (see Chapter 2).
 Schoenthaler also has examined the relationship between diet and intel-
ligence in more than 200 elementary school children, half of whom received 
vitamin–mineral supplements and half of whom received placebos. Again, sig-
nifi cant differences between the groups emerged. After only three months, chil-
dren receiving the vitamin–mineral supplement exhibited an average 16-point 
higher net gain in IQ scores than the matched placebo sample. Finally, in a se-

These students 
eating lunch at Jones 

College Prep High 
School in Chicago 

are confronted with 
a bank of vending 

machines, which 
typically are fi lled 

with junk food. Must 
the brain be properly 
nourished to function 

effi ciently? Does 
poor nutrition lead to 
aggressive behavior?
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ries of three randomized controlled experiments in which half of 66 elementary 
school children, 62 confi ned teenage delinquents, and 404 confi ned adult felons 
received dietary supplements (the other half received placebos), Schoenthaler 
found that, for all three groups of subjects, those who received dietary supple-
ments showed less aggressive behavior.136

 Bernard Gesch and his colleagues have replicated and extended some of 
Schoenthaler’s work in their study of 230 young adult prisoners. Like Schoen-
thaler, the Gesch team administered dietary supplements to half of their sample; 
the other half received placebos. The two inmate groups were matched on their 
number of disciplinary incidents as well as on their IQ scores, verbal ability, 
anger, anxiety, or depression. After 142 days the subjects were compared. It 
was found that inmates who received the dietary supplements had 26 percent 
fewer offenses and the greatest reduction in offenses was for serious violent in-
cidents, which had a 37 percent decrease.137 Richard Carlton and his colleagues 
reported similar fi ndings. In their study of 20 learning-disabled students, the 
researchers found that dietary supplements dramatically improved their school 
performance both academically and behaviorally within weeks or months of be-
ginning treatment.138

 The long-term consequences of poor nutrition and malnutrition among chil-
dren are severe. Jianghong Liu and his colleagues found that children who were 
malnourished at age 3 were more likely than other children to be aggressive and 
hyperactive at age 8, to exhibit aggressive, externalizing behaviors at age 11, 
and to exhibit conduct disorder and hyperactivity at age 17.139 No one suggests 
that nutrition is the only cause of delinquency. The evidence from the United 
States and Great Britain suggests, however, that violent behavior might be re-
duced signifi cantly with dietary supplementation in schools and correctional 
institutions. It is becoming clearer that a healthy diet improves brain function, 
intelligence, and performance in school. All of these variables have been linked 
to delinquency.

Psychological Theories

Some criminologists believe the cause of delinquency is psychological. After all, 
many delinquents live in dysfunctional homes and often fi nd themselves in con-
fl ict with family members, neighbors, peers, classmates, and teachers. This is a 
“red fl ag” that these youth may have disturbed personalities or a mental distur-
bance that causes them to commit crime. Support for their belief comes from 
the fact that many delinquents do display antisocial characteristics. However, 
psychologists disagree on why many delinquent youth are mentally disturbed. 
Two prominent psychological theories of delinquency are psychodynamic theory 
and behavioral theory.

Psychodynamic Theory According to psychodynamic theory, unconscious 
mental processes that developed in early childhood control our personality. The 
author of this theory is the Austrian physician Sigmund Freud, who theorized 
that the personality consists of three parts: the id, ego, and superego.140 The id, 
which is present at birth, consists of blind, unreasoning, instinctual desires and 
motives. The id represents basic biological and psychological drives; it does not 
differentiate between fantasy and reality. The id also is antisocial and knows no 
rules, boundaries, or limitations. If the id is left unchecked, it will destroy the 
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person. The ego grows from the id and represents the problem-solving dimen-
sion of the personality; it deals with reality, differentiating it from fantasy. It 
teaches children to delay gratifi cation because acting on impulse will get them 
into trouble. The superego develops from the ego and is the moral code, norms, 
and values the child has acquired. The superego is responsible for feelings of guilt 
and shame and is more closely aligned with the conscience. In mentally healthy 
children, the three parts of the personality work together. When the parts are 
in confl ict, children may become maladjusted and ready for delinquency. Freud 
did not write specifi cally about delinquency. However, he did infl uence crimi-
nologists, who took his ideas and applied them to the study of crime.141 Their 
theories have blamed delinquency on children having either an underdeveloped 
or overdeveloped superego.
 In the case of the underdeveloped superego, the socialization process has 
been inadequate or incomplete. The superego is too weak to curb the impulses 
and drives of the id. The child’s behavior becomes a direct expression of the id—
for example, “If you want something, steal it.” But delinquent behavior may also 
be indirect. Socialization inhibits the open expression of unacceptable urges, 
but that does not mean they disappear; they may merely become unconscious. 
In this way, delinquent behavior may be a symbolic expression of unconscious 
impulses. That is why, for example, an adolescent with an unresolved Oedipus 
complex may “murder” his father in a fi gurative way, like forging checks drawn 
on his bank account or killing a person who represents the authority of his fa-
ther, such as a police offi cer.
 Sometimes delinquent behavior is the result of too much socialization, 
which produces an overdeveloped superego. Impulses and urges of the id may 
elicit strong disapproval from the superego. This ongoing confl ict causes the ego 
to experience guilt and anxiety. But since the ego knows that punishment must 
follow crime, the ego will lead 
the child to a commit crime to 
minimize guilt. To ensure pun-
ishment, the ego will uncon-
sciously leave clues.
 Psychodynamic theory is 
widely subscribed to by practic-
ing psychologists who apply the 
theory in the treatment of ado-
lescent offenders. Critics worry 
the theory rests on questionable 
assumptions. First there is no 
evidence of a causal link be-
tween a child’s “state of mind” 
and his or her behavior. It also 
is arguable whether personality 
consists of an id, ego, and su-
perego. These are traits Freud constructed, and there is no scientifi c evidence 
that any or all of the elements are present.

Behavioral Theory In contrast to psychodynamic theory, behavioral theory 
proposes that behavior refl ects our interactions with others throughout our 
lifetime. A leading behaviorist was the Harvard psychologist B.F. Skinner, who 
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turned to the scientifi c method in his studies rather than relying on unobserv-
able mental processes (Freud). Skinner theorized that children learn conformity 
and deviance from the punishments and reinforcements they receive in re-
sponse to their behavior. He believed that the environment shapes behavior and 
that children identify those aspects of their environment they fi nd both pleas-
ing and painful; their behavior is the result of the consequences it produces. 
He concluded that children repeat rewarded behavior and terminate punished 
behavior.142

 Some behaviorists have used Skinner’s theory as a springboard to expand 
the idea. The behaviorist Albert Bandura argued that learning and experiences 
couple with values and expectations to determine behavior. In his social learn-
ing theory, Bandura suggests 
that children learn by model-
ing and imitating others.143 For 
example, children learn to be 
aggressive from their life expe-
riences and learn aggression in 
different ways; for instance, by 
seeing parents argue, watching 
their friends fi ght, viewing vio-
lence on television and motion 
pictures, and listening to vio-
lent music. What children learn 

theor y  in  a  nutshel l
B. F. Skinner

Skinner argued that behavior is a consequence 

of the reinforcements and punishments it pro-

duces. Delinquents have had delinquency re-

inforced (and not punished) by others, either 

intentionally or unintentionally.

Source: By permission of Leigh Rubin and Creators Syndicate, Inc.
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is that aggression is sometimes acceptable and produces the desired outcome. 
If Bandura is correct, is it possible children learn to be aggressive and commit 
violent crimes from what they see in the media? Putting it differently, is there 
a relationship between media violence and crime? Criminologists have studied 
these questions for more than 70 years. In 1933 Herbert Blumer concluded from 
conversations with young people that movies did infl uence their behavior.144 De-
cades later the evidence suggests they still do. For instance, in 1979, shortly after 
release of The Warriors, three murders were committed that bore striking resem-
blances to acts in the fi lm. Roughly 20 deaths have been blamed on The Deer 
Hunter. One incident involved a teenager who died after shooting himself with 
a .38-caliber handgun while playing Russian roulette, just as in the movie. The 
would-be assassin of President Reagan, John Hinckley, Jr., identifi ed with Travis 
Bickle, the character played by Robert De Niro in Taxi Driver. After seeing the 
fi lm 15 times, Hinckley became obsessed with Jodie Foster, who played the teen-
age prostitute. In Taxi Driver, Bickle entertained the thought of assassinating a 
political candidate and stopped only after the plan had failed. Four days after 
watching Born Innocent, three teenage girls attacked a 9-year-old girl on a Cali-
fornia beach and raped her with a bottle, just as it was done in the movie. The 
victim’s mother fi led an $11 million negligence suit against NBC, accusing the 
company of being responsible for the rape. The Supreme Court ruled that net-
works are not liable for damages unless they willfully seek to induce violence.
 Other reports of violence have been linked to Boyz N’ the Hood, Natu-
ral Born Killers, Money Train, Juice, Scream, Scream II, The Man in the Iron 
Mask; and two television series, South Park and Jackass. When Boyz N’ the 
Hood was released in July 1990, two people were killed and more than 30 in-
jured near or outside movie theaters. Research has linked Natural Born Killers 
to at least 100 murders, and former Senator Robert Dole suggested that Colum-
bia Pictures should share the blame for the torching of New York City subway 

If children learn 
behaviors by 

watching and 
imitating others, 

what consequences 
should there be for 
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of children? Jail? 

Prison? Sterilization? 
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clerk Harry Kaufman, the victim of a copycat crime from a scene in Money 
Train.145 Following the premier of Juice, a movie about four African American 
juveniles, in which one of the juveniles gets involved in a robbery that ends in 
murder, violence broke out at 
theaters across the country. 
For instance, in Chicago a 16-
year-old was shot and killed 
by a stray bullet from a fi ght 
between two boys waiting for 
tickets to the last show. In Phil-
adelphia an 18-year-old was 
paralyzed from the chest down 
after he was shot coming out of 
the movie. In New York City 
a 16-year-old was stabbed in a 
theater during a quarrel with 
another teenager.146 More re-
cently, two teens obsessed with Scream and Scream II were convicted of mur -
der. They stabbed their victim 45 times with four knives and a screwdriver. In 
the movies, victims were knifed by killers obsessed with horror movies.147 
Finally, a 9-year-old girl reenacting a scene from The Man in the Iron Mask 
hanged herself with a shoelace. Newscasters have also blamed at least one school 
shooting on Comedy Central’s television show South Park, and MTV’s Jackass 
was blamed when a 13-year-old Connecticut boy laid himself across a barbe-
cue grill and suffered severe burns. Experts have blamed the video game, Tomb 
Raider, for the precipitous increase in violent crime committed by adolescent 
females.148

 A persistent stream of data suggests a strong connection between children 
seeing violent entertainment and then behaving aggressively. Of more than 3,500 
published studies on the topic, all but 18 have reported a positive association be-
tween media exposure and violent behavior.149 An esteemed panel of social and 
behavioral scientists concluded that the evidence points “overwhelmingly to a 
causal connection between media violence and aggressive behavior” in children. 
Viewing violent entertainment affects children in at least one of three ways: (1) 
children see violence as an effective way to settle confl icts; (2) children become 
emotionally desensitized toward violence in real life; and (3) entertainment vio-
lence feeds a perception that the world is a violent and mean place and increases 
the fear of victimization.150

 In spite of strong evidence of a relationship between media violence and be-
havior, a few criminologists continue to believe that other factors may be equally 
or more to blame for juvenile violence. They contend that juvenile violence stems 
more from family breakdown, peer infl uence, and the proliferation of guns in 
society than media violence. While there are studies that suggest the impact of 
media violence on children’s behavior is short-lived,151 new research on the topic 
consistently reports the opposite. Lowell Huesmann and his colleagues have 
linked violent TV viewing at ages 6 to 9 to adult aggression for both sexes. They 
surveyed 329 adults in the late 1970s and interviewed them and their spouses or 
friends and checked crime records 20 years later. As children, the participants 
were rated for exposure to televised violence after they chose 8 favorite shows 
from 80 popular shows for their age group and indicated how much they watched 
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them. Researchers assessed 
the programs for amount 
of physical violence. As 
young adults, the men who 
scored in the top 20 percent 
on childhood exposure to 
violence were about twice 
as likely as other men to 
have pushed, grabbed, or 
shoved their wives during 
an argument in the year 
preceding the  interview. 
Women in the top 20 per-
cent were about twice as 
likely as other women to 
have thrown something at 
their husbands.152

 A related study by 
Gina Wingood and her col-
leagues found that teens 
who spend more time 
watching the sex and vio-
lence depicted in the “reel” 
life of “gangsta” rap mu-
sic videos are more likely 

to practice those behaviors in real life. After studying 522 African American 
girls between the ages of 14 and 18 from nonurban, lower socioeconomic neigh-
borhoods, the researchers found that compared to those who never or rarely 
watched these videos, the girls who viewed these gangsta videos for at least 14 
hours per week were far more likely to practice numerous problem behaviors. 
They were (1) three times more likely to hit a teacher; (2) nearly three times 
more likely to get arrested; (3) twice as likely to have multiple sexual partners; 
and (4) almost twice as likely to get a sexually transmitted disease, use drugs, 
or drink alcohol.153 These and the many hundreds of other studies on the topic 
of media violence, aggression, and crime, have lead the American Psychological 
Association to conclude that viewing violence on TV and other mass media does 
promote aggressive behavior, particularly in children.

Trait Theory and Delinquency Prevention Social policy based on biological 
theories recommends that offenders receive drug therapy or possibly be isolated 
from the general population. Because offenders cannot control their debilitat-
ing condition on their own, public safety mandates that when the cause of the 
behavior is known, it must be neutralized. Practically speaking, offenders will 
likely submit to drug therapy to control their impulses, be institutionalized, or 
both. As shown in Boxes 5-1 and 5-2, previous attempts to prevent delinquency 
in accordance with trait theory were cruel and unsuccessful. Fortunately, con-
temporary biological criminology is biosocial in its perspective and points to 
the critical importance of both biology and environment in producing delin-
quency. Many environmental risk factors, such as maternal smoking, alcohol, 
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and environmental toxins, can be reduced through education, public policy, and 
enforcement.
 Prevention is another way to reduce delinquency particularly among the 
youngest potential offenders who present biological risk factors for crime. In 
her review of the promise of prevention as it relates to neurobiological research, 
Diana Fishbein concluded:

As a result of the ineffective, unidimensional approaches of the past, we are 
now defaulting to the mental health and criminal justice systems with troubled 
individuals. Rather than ignoring the warning signs in childhood and waiting 
until adulthood to put these systems into motion, spending billions of dollars 
for legal remedies that do not produce favorable outcomes, the provision of 
sorely needed services and interventions to high risk individuals can yield far 
greater benefi ts.154

Early intervention in the lives of at-risk children can help to promote factors 
that insulate children from delinquency, minimize or erase the risk factors that 
contribute to delinquency, and overall try to equalize the life chances for all chil-
dren and adolescents to develop into healthy, prosocial adults.
 Psychological theories recommend two strategies for preventing delin-
quency, and both are widely practiced today. If psychodynamic theory is correct, 
if children’s instinctual drives are not controlled, they will experience internal 
confl icts that will manifest themselves in delinquent behavior. Delinquency is a 
symptom of deep-seated psychological problems. Offenders need counseling to 
acquire an understanding of the cause of mental disturbance. The use of psycho-
dynamic theory in juvenile justice peaked in the 1950s when infl uential groups 
championed counseling, group therapy, and established correctional techniques. 
In turn, these and other groups seized upon the idea imbedded in psychody-
namic theory that it was possible to identify “predelinquents” before they com-
mitted any crimes. Today these children are labeled “at-risk” youths. Prevention 
programs were developed for children in need. These antidelinquency programs 
marked the beginning of the child-guidance movement, the goal of which was to 
neutralize latent delinquency in the preadolescent.
 Behavioral theories blame delinquency on the interaction between children 
and their environment. Social policies derived from this approach emphasize 
teaching children alternative ways of living. One very popular application of 
behavioral theory is behavior modifi cation therapy, a method for changing be-
havior through conditioning. Behavior modifi cation was widely practiced in the 
late 20th century to treat maladaptive behaviors such as overeating, drug use, 
alcoholism, and smoking. Two behavior modifi cation therapies used then and 
still practiced today are aversion therapy and operant conditioning. In aversion 
therapy, children are taught to connect unwanted behavior with punishment. 
Juvenile alcohol offenders may be required to receive treatment where they must 
ingest a drug that causes nausea or vomiting if they drink alcohol. The under-
lying idea of aversion therapy is that children will connect drinking with un-
pleasantness and stop drinking to avoid the ill effect. Operant conditioning uses 
rewards to reinforce desired behavior and punishment to abort behavior. One 
example of the application of operant conditioning with juvenile delinquents is 
found inside of many juvenile reformatories where the token economy, a system 
of handing out points that can be exchanged for privileges such as watching TV 
and punishing behavior by taking those same privileges away, is in place.
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Theories answer the questions of why and when something will likely happen. 
They are important because ideas have consequences. Two broad types of theo-
ries were discussed: choice theories and trait theories. Choice theories assume 
children are rational and intelligent people who make informed decisions to 
commit crime based on whether they will benefi t from doing so. Trait theories 
blame delinquency on factors over which the individual has very little if any 
control, such as defective brain chemistry, hyperactivity, low intelligence, and 
personality.

The Classical School of Criminology represents choice theories. Besides the-
orizing that people are rational, intelligent beings who exercise free will, these 
theories also state that people commit crime because they imagine it to be in 
their best interests. Classical theorists also think punishment deters crime and 
that the best punishment is one that is certain, swift, and severe. The Classi-
cal School failed because of its rigidity. It gave rise to the Neoclassical School, 
which introduced the ideas of mitigating circumstances and individual justice 
and laid the groundwork for the Positive School of Criminology.

Trait theories go hand-in-hand with the Positive School. The trait theories 
discussed in this chapter represent more than 150 years of thinking about crime. 
Trait theories that emphasize the biology of the offender blame delinquency on 
heredity or some other trait located inside of children. They fi nd the cause of 
crime in faulty brain chemistry, heredity, or intelligence, for example. On the 
other hand, trait theories that stress the importance of individual psychology 
examine the connection between an individual’s mental health and crime.

Sociologists, believing that delinquency is the product of a child’s social 
environment, have largely rejected Classical or choice theories. They have also 
been critical of both biological and psychological theories. They are concerned 
that biological theories do not clearly state the specifi c behavior they want to 
account for. It is not enough to explain something called “antisocial behavior,” 
because it is too vague. After all, not all “antisocial” behaviors are dysfunc-
tional, and not all legal behaviors are moral or acceptable. Sociologists have 
made similar criticisms about psychological theories. They criticize these theo-
ries for being diffi cult to test because their main concepts are so loosely defi ned. 
Consequently, the relationship between, for instance, an antisocial personality 
and delinquency has not received much empirical support. For some children, 
personality is a major determinant of whether they will commit delinquency; for 
others, personality does not matter very much.

Both biological and psychological theories assume that the causes of delin-
quency have very little to do with social factors such as the environment, poverty, 
or racism but instead stems from some trait children possess. Flaws, defects, or 
defi ciencies in their constitution are the best explanations of delinquency. By 
the early 20th century, sociologists started to develop delinquency theories of 
their own that highlighted the role of social forces. In Chapter 6, three groups 
of sociological explanations are reviewed: cultural deviance, strain, and social 
control theories.
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Atavistic beings  The idea that criminals are a throwback to a more primitive stage of 

development.

Attention defi cit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)  The most common neurobehavioral 

childhood disorder.

Classical School A school of thought that blames delinquency on the choices people 

make.

Determinate sentences Prison sentences of a fi xed amount of time, such as 5 years.

Dizygotic twins (DZ) Fraternal twins who develop from two eggs fertilized at the same 

time.

Free will The idea that people choose one course of action over another.

Genotype A person’s genetic composition.

Indeterminate sentences Prison sentences of varying time lengths, such as 5 to 10 years.

Individual justice The idea that criminal law must refl ect differences among people and 

their circumstances.

Individual theories Theories that blame delinquency on personal traits such as tempera-

ment, genetics, and brain chemistry.

Intelligence The ability to learn, exercise judgment, and be imaginative.

IQ score The ratio of one’s mental age multiplied by 100 and divided by their chronological 

age.

Justice model A corrections philosophy that promotes fl at or fi xed-time sentences, abol-

ishment of parole, and use of prison to punish offenders.

Mitigating circumstances Factors that may be responsible for an individual’s behavior, 

such as age, insanity, and incompetence.

Monozygotic twins (MZ) Identical twins who develop from one fertilized egg. MZ twins 

have identical DNA.

Neoclassical School A school of thought that considers mitigating circumstances when 

determining culpability for delinquency.

Positive School A school of thought that blames delinquency on factors that are in place 

before crime is committed.

Rational choice theory Suggests that delinquents are rational people who make calcu-

lated choices regarding what they are going to do before they act.

Retribution A punishment philosophy based on society’s moral outrage or disapproval of a 

crime.

Routine activities theory Argues that motivated offenders, suitable targets, and absence 

of capable guardians produce delinquency.

Somatotype The idea that criminals can be identifi ed by physical appearance.

Stigmata Distinctive physical features of born criminals.

Theories Integrated sets of ideas that explain and predict phenomena.

Token economy A system of handing out points that can be exchanged for privileges such 

as watching TV and punishing behavior by taking those same privileges away.

Utilitarian punishment model The idea that offenders must be punished to protect 

society.
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T
rait theories blame delinquency on factors inside of the child. In 
the early 20th century, sociologists challenged this idea and began 
to blame delinquency on factors outside the individual. The fi rst 
sociological theories to advance this new position were called cultural 
deviance theories, which assumed children are incapable of committing 
“deviant” acts. Even though children may commit deviant acts by 

the standards of the larger society, they are not committing deviant acts by the 
standards of their own neighborhoods. Cultural deviance theories see deviance 
as conformity to a set of values not accepted by the larger society. A second 
group of explanations, strain theories, contends that people are moral animals, 
committing crimes when they are under extreme pressure. The pressure comes 
from people having legitimate desires. Children, for example, desire success 
as everyone tells them they should, but they are unable to attain success by 
following the legitimate rules of society. Out of desperation they turn to crime 
to acquire the unattainable, which they may consider rightfully belongs to them. 
The fi nal group of theories discussed is social control theories. These theories 
contend that if a child’s bond or tie to society has been broken, he or she is 
“free” to commit delinquency. At the core of control theories is the Hobbesian 
question: Why do children obey the rules of society? Social control theories take 
deviance for granted, and conformity to rules needs to be explained. 

CULTURAL DEVIANCE THEORY

Cultural deviance theory believes that delinquency is a natural result of condi-
tions that exist within certain neighborhoods in cities. This theory was popu-
lar in the early 20th century when the Northeast and Midwest were undergo-
ing rapid population growth resulting from the migration of Southern African 
Americans and European immigrants looking for industrial jobs to cities such 
as Boston, Chicago, New York, and Philadelphia. Many of the new residents 
were poorly educated, had few marketable skills, and did not speak English. 
To accommodate this growth, large cities expanded outward. Wealthy residents 
moved to the suburbs, leaving the poor and uneducated behind to fend for them-
selves in the old, run-down inner cities.

Clifford Shaw and Henry McKay

Two criminologists who were curious about this transformation as it emerged 
in Chicago were Clifford Shaw and Henry McKay. They concluded that delin-
quency was by caused by the neighborhood in which a child lived. Instead of 
focusing on individual traits, Shaw and McKay studied the impact of the “kinds 
of places” (neighborhoods) that created conditions favorable to delinquency.1 
They discovered that delinquency rates declined the farther one moved from the 
center of the city. They reached this conclusion after dividing Chicago into fi ve 
concentric circles, or zones. At the center was the Loop, the downtown business 
district where property values were highest (Zone I). Beyond the Loop was the 
zone of transition (Zone II), containing an inner ring of factories and an outer 
ring of “fi rst-settlement colonies, of rooming-house districts of homeless men, of 
resorts of gambling, bootlegging, sexual vice, and of breeding places of crime.”2 
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c h a p t e r  6 Sociological Theory: Cultural Deviance, Strain, and Social Control 187

Zones III and IV were subur-
ban residential areas, and Zone 
V extended beyond the suburbs. 
Delinquency rates were high-
est in the fi rst two zones and 
declined steadily as one moved 
farther away from the city cen-
ter (see Figure 6-1).
 Shaw and McKay had a 
ready explanation for their 
fi ndings. Neighboring rail-
roads, stockyards, and indus-
tries made Zone II the least desirable residential area, but also the cheapest. 
Therefore, people naturally gravitated to this area if they were poor, as many 
immigrants to the United States were. What did these fi ndings say about delin-
quency? Shaw and McKay interpreted the fi ndings in cultural and environmen-
tal terms. Delinquency rates remained stable in certain Chicago neighborhoods, 
regardless of the race or ethnicity of the people who lived there. Areas high in 
delinquency at the turn of the century were also high in delinquency 30 years 
later, even though many of the original residents had moved away or died. Shaw 
and McKay explained their fi nding in the following way:

•  Run-down areas create social disorganization. Cities such as Chicago were 
expanding industrially, their populations were increasing, and segrega-
tion was forcing new immigrants into the slums. These immigrants were 
not familiar with the city’s geography or culture; they arrived with differ-
ent languages and work experiences; and they immediately faced new and 
overwhelming problems, including poverty, disease, and confusion.

theor y  in  a  nutshel l
Clifford Shaw and Henry McKay 

Shaw and McKay believe that run-down areas 

of a city create social disorganization, foster-

ing cultural confl icts that allow delinquency to 

become a tradition.

figure 6-1 Zones of Delinquency in Chicago, 1900–1933
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188 s e c t i o n  2 Explaining Delinquency

•  Social disorganization fosters cultural confl icts. In low-delinquency areas 
of the city, there typically was agreement among parents on which values 
and attitudes were the “right” ones, with general consensus on the im-
portance of education, constructive leisure, and other child rearing issues. 
Local institutions, such as the PTA, churches, and neighborhood centers, 
reinforced these conventional values. No such consistency prevailed in 
high-delinquency areas. The norms of a variety of cultures existed side by 
side, creating a state of normative ambiguity, or anomie (cultural confl ict). 
This condition was aggravated by the presence of individuals who pro-
moted an unconventional lifestyle and defi ned behaviors such as theft as 
an acceptable way to acquire wealth. This value system could count on the 
support of criminal gangs, rackets, and semi-legitimate businesses.

•  Cultural confl ict allows delinquency to fl ourish. Children raised in low-
socioeconomic, high-delinquency rate areas were exposed to both conven-
tional and criminal value systems. They saw criminal activities and organi-
zations in operation daily. Successful criminals passed on their knowledge 
to younger residents, who then taught it to even younger children. Delin-
quency became a tradition in certain neighborhoods through the process of 
cultural transmission, where criminal values are passed from one genera-
tion to the next.

•  Allowed to fl ourish, delinquency becomes a full-time career. Children in 
these Chicago neighborhoods dabbled in delinquency early in life, perhaps 
by age 5 or 6. Initial offenses were trivial, but their acts became increasingly 
serious, and delinquencies often became group efforts (see Figure 6-2).

 Relatively few sociologists went about testing Shaw and McKay’s work. 
That changed in 1989 when Robert Sampson and W. Byron Groves published 
research fi ndings supporting their general ideas.3 Follow-up assessments of 
Shaw and McKay’s theory have also found support for their propositions. Rob-
ert Sampson and Lydia Bean, for instance, used Shaw and McKay’s thesis in 
their research on rural America and discovered the rate of juvenile violence was 
strongly correlated with rates of poverty concentration, single-parent families, 
and racial isolation.4 Wayne Osgood and Jeff Chambers used Shaw and Mc-
Kay’s propositions in their research in rural American and discovered the rate 
of juvenile violence was strongly correlated with rates of residential instability, 
family disruption, and ethnic heterogeneity.5 Additional support for Shaw and 
McKay’s work also has been reported by Christopher Lowenkamp and his col-
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figure 6-2 Mapping Delinquency Theory: Clif ford Shaw and Henry McKay

Even in the worst 

neighborhoods the 

majority of residents are 

law-abiding, suggesting 

that individual fl aws 

explain delinquency. 
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c h a p t e r  6 Sociological Theory: Cultural Deviance, Strain, and Social Control 189

leagues.6 Today it is widely accepted that social ties (e.g., friendship networks) 
lead to informal social controls (e.g., informal surveillance of the streets) that 
ease the effects of social disorganization (e.g., poverty, residential instability, 
racial and ethnic heterogeneity).7 It is also clear that different types of social ties 
vary in their ability to produce mechanisms of neighborhood control. The im-
pact of friendship ties, for instance, may be less than the social control exerted 
by more formally organized networks.8 As has been reported by Mary Pattillo, 
whether social ties strengthen or weaken social controls depends on the par-
ticular neighborhood in which residents are involved as well as their specifi c in-
terests. In her study of an African American neighborhood in Chicago, Pattillo 
found that some neighborhood networks (with law-abiding citizens) stimulated 
informal supervision of neighborhoods, whereas other networks that included 
law-abiding citizens, as well as gang members and drug dealers, undermined 
the neighborhood’s efforts to fi ght delinquency.9 For social ties to be effective at 
reducing delinquency, residents must develop a willingness to take action, and 
whether they do depends on mutual trust and solidarity among them. Robert 
Sampson and his colleagues have captured the core of this idea in their notion 
of collective effi cacy, or the “mutual trust among neighbors combined with will-
ingness to intervene on behalf of the common good, specifi cally to supervise 
children and maintain public order.” 10 They found the degree of collective effi -
cacy in a neighborhood is a better predictor of the violent crime rate than either 
poverty or racial composition. Their fi ndings have been supported by Barbara 
Warner and Pamela Roundtree, who observed that concentrated disadvantage 
and the level of social ties affect cultural strength, which in turn signifi cantly af-
fects informal social control. The importance of Warner and Roundtree’s study 
is that it illustrates the importance of weakened cultural strength in explaining 
informal social control in neighborhoods.11

 Even though Shaw and McKay’s theory stands on solid footing, there are 
questions still to be answered. For example, do people living in high-crime rate 
neighborhoods have different values than people living elsewhere? Edwin Suther-
land inquired about this. He suggested there exists a differential social organi-
zation among neighborhoods.12 Just because children in high-delinquency-rate 
neighborhoods might have regular contact with values that support criminality 
does not necessarily mean their neighborhoods are disorganized; their neighbor-
hood might just be organized differently than other neighborhoods. However, 
Sutherland did agree that some neighborhoods do support greater opportunities 
for learning criminal values. Some inner city neighborhoods, for instance, are 
characterized by a predominance of delinquent gangs that pull adolescents into 
crime. Gangs infl uence the norms and behaviors of residents, causing neighbor-
hoods to appear as though they support criminal activity, when they might not. 
Crime rates in such neighborhoods will likely be higher than crime rates else-
where in the city. Children living in high-crime-rate neighborhoods are at high 
risk for committing crime. Having ready access to fi rearms increases the risk of 
violence, and youth who carry guns are more likely to offend (see Chapter 3).
  Ruth Kornhauser thinks that all people share conventional values, including 
the desire to live in a crime-free neighborhood. Crime is high in some neighbor-
hoods because the people living there have fewer opportunities to pursue conven-
tional goals. These neighborhoods struggle to prevent crime because they lack 
the resources, willingness, or capacity to prevent it; not because they believe in 
oppositional values anchored in the community.13 In neighborhoods with weak 

M4313.indb   189M4313.indb   189 8/23/07   4:09:06 PM8/23/07   4:09:06 PM



190 s e c t i o n  2 Explaining Delinquency

conventional values, residents have little cultural support for exercising social 
control over others.14 It is also possible that high-crime-rate neighborhoods lack 
a consensus of moral values, and residents are exposed to both law-abiding and 
deviant lifestyles. In other words, a segment of the neighborhood is attached to 
conventional values and another segment is not.15

 That there are these differences speaks to the need for additional research. 
Of particular interest to criminologists is identifying just how widespread op-
positional values are in high-crime-rate neighborhoods. To what extent do 
residents of different neighborhoods reject conventional values and norms? Are 
conventional values attenuated or suspended because residents have learned to 
expect deviant behavior on the street? Are there neighborhoods where the ma-
jority of residents believe it is acceptable to take the law into their own hands, 
that is, to retaliate against people who have offended or attacked them? In the 
fi nal analysis, however, it is necessary that we offer a caveat regarding Shaw 
and McKay’s theory. Sometimes their theory leads to a misinterpretation of the 
crime problem. Remember that fi ndings about a neighborhood do not necessar-
ily apply to its residents. If you use neighborhood-level data to draw conclusions 
about individual residents, you are committing the ecology fallacy: Knowledge 
about a neighborhood says nothing about the behavior of specifi c individuals. 
It is not necessarily true that when a high crime rate is discovered in a crowded 
neighborhood where the residents are poor and uneducated that those unedu-
cated and poor individuals are criminals. 

Edwin Sutherland

Among Edwin Sutherland’s contributions to delinquency is his theory of differ-
ential association, where he described the process of becoming delinquent. No 
theory in modern criminology has had as much infl uence on our thinking about 
delinquency as this one.16

If immersion 
in gang life is a 

central component 
of childhood 

socialization, is there 
any social policy that 

can preclude gang 
involvement? Who 
is most to blame if 
this child becomes 

a gang-affi liated 
juvenile delinquent?
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 Sutherland fi rst published 
the theory of differential asso-
ciation in 1939, revising it in 
1947. The theory’s basic prem-
ise is that behavior is learned 
through interaction with signif-
icant others, typically parents 
and peers. The likelihood of a 
youth becoming delinquent is 
determined by his or her inter-
actions with both conventional 
and criminal associations. If a 
child has more contacts sup-
porting criminal conduct than 
opposing it, he or she will be more likely to commit crime than someone who has 
more positive than negative associations. The theory consists of nine principles: 

•  Delinquent behavior is learned; it is not inherited. Biological and hereditary 
factors are rejected as explanations for the cause of delinquency. Only so-
ciological factors explain why youth commit crime.

•  Delinquent behavior is learned through interaction with others by way of 
communication. The communication can be either verbal or nonverbal. 

•  Learning occurs in intimate groups. Children learn to commit crime in 
small, face-to-face gatherings. 

•  In intimate groups children learn techniques for committing crime, as well 
as the appropriate motives, attitudes, and rationalizations. The learning 
process involves exposure not only to the techniques of committing of-
fenses but also to the attitudes or rationalizations that justify those acts.

•  The specifi c direction of motives and drives is learned from defi nitions 
of the legal code as being favorable or unfavorable. The term, “defi ni-
tions,” refers to attitudes. Attitudes favoring lawbreaking are common, for 
instance, among people who smoke marijuana. People opposed to mari-
juana laws claim that these laws are senseless and discriminate against the 
younger generation. They also argue that marijuana does no more harm 
than alcohol; lawmakers who condemn drug use are uninformed killjoys.

•  A juvenile becomes delinquent due to an excess of defi nitions favorable to 
the violation of law over defi nitions unfavorable to the violation of law. 
This sixth principle is the core of the theory. A parent who even hints 
through words or actions that it is acceptable to fi ght, treat women as po-
tential conquests, cheat on income tax returns, or lie may promote delin-
quency in children unless these statements are outnumbered by defi nitions 
(attitudes) that favor obeying the law, for example, driving the speed limit. 
Defi nitions favorable to the violation of law can be learned from both crim-
inal and noncriminal people.

•  Tendency toward delinquency will be affected by the frequency, duration, 
priority, and intensity of learning experiences. The longer, earlier, more 
intensely, and more frequently youths are exposed to attitudes about delin-
quency (pro and con), the more likely they will be infl uenced. Sutherland 
used the term intensity to refer to the degree of respect a person gives to 

theor y  in  a  nutshel l
Edwin Sutherland

Sutherland argued that delinquent behavior 

is learned from intimate others. Children who 

become delinquents have learned an excess 

of defi nitions favorable to the violation of law 

over defi nitions unfavorable to the violation 

of law.
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a role model or associate. Thus, correctional offi cers are not likely to be-
come criminals, despite the positive things inmates say about living a life of 
crime. The reason is that offi cers do not respect the inmates and therefore 
do not adopt their beliefs, values, and attitudes.

•  Learning delinquent behavior involves the same mechanisms involved in 
any other learning. While the content of what is learned is different, the 
process for learning any behavior is the same.

•  Criminal behavior and noncriminal behavior are expressions of the same 
needs and values. In other words, the goals of delinquents and nondelin-
quents are similar. What is different are the means they use to pursue their 
goals.17 

 Differential association theory has shaped thinking about delinquency for 
more than a half century. A clear signal of its widespread acceptance is the 
many research studies testing and critiquing it. These tests generally show that 
children are more likely to commit crime when they associate with delinquent 
peers.18 Many studies have found that children with prosocial peers are less 
likely to commit crime.19 Mark Warr in fact contends that the nature of peer as-
sociations is the best predictor of delinquency:

No characteristic of individuals known to criminologists is a better predictor 
of criminal behavior than the number of delinquent friends an individual has. 
The strong correlation between delinquent behavior and delinquent friends has 
been documented in scores of studies from the 1950s up to the present day . . . 
using alternative kinds of criminological data (self-reports, offi cial records, 
perceptual data) on subjects and friends, alternative research designs, and data 
on a wide variety of criminal offenses. Few, if any, empirical irregularities in 
criminology have been documented as often or over as long a period as the as-
sociation between delinquency and delinquent friends.20

Warr documented these statements through a comprehensive review of the large 
body of research on the group nature of delinquency and the role of peers in 
delinquency in the United States and throughout the world. Nicole Piquero and 
her colleagues, who studied the impact of delinquent peers on the delinquency 
of boys and girls, have extended Warr’s study. They found that delinquent peer 
association is a good predictor of delinquency generally, but it is a better predic-
tor of delinquency for boys than girls.21 
  Research has also found that peer associations have a greater impact on 
a child’s behavior than do long-standing relationships.22 Delinquent friends, in 
other words, do not have much of an effect on a child’s attitudes, but rather, 
they have a temporary and short-term infl uence on the child’s behavior. De-
linquent behavior may not be the result of lifelong learning but a consequence 
of immediate and current relationships with delinquent peers (see Chapter 8). 
Barbara Costello and Paul Vowell have discovered that friends’ attitudes and 
behaviors have direct effects on offending that are not mediated by the child’s 
own attitudes. Associating with delinquent friends infl uences a child’s behavior 
in ways that have nothing to do with the child’s attitudes about crime.23 These 
fi ndings, however, beg for answers to questions that assess the intervening pro-
cesses between friends’ attitudes and behaviors and delinquency. Warr and 
Mark Stafford have asked: Do friends reward deviant behaviors? Does criminal 
profi t vicariously reward friends of the offender? Do friends infl uence legitimate 
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aspects of offenders’ lives, such as their goals or academic successes, and thereby 
infl uence deviance? Is continued offending the result of continued contact with 
the same friends over time? Some research has addressed these questions, but 
more work is needed.24

  A related shortcoming of Sutherland’s theory is that he focused only on face-
to-face interactions. This is because in the 1930s when Sutherland was writing, 
the infl uence of fi lm, the Internet, music, and television on behavior was either 
non-existent or considered to have little impact. Notice that in the nine principles 
of his theory listed here there is no mention of how the mass media might infl u-
ence behavior. This omission prompted criminologists to reexamine Sutherland’s 
theory. Daniel Glaser introduced differential identifi cation theory, where he sug-
gested that face-to-face interactions were only one way children might learn con-
ventional and deviant values. Children might learn values and social roles from 
characters in fi lms, such as James Dean in Rebel without a Cause.25 Then, C. Ray 
Jeffery offered a second modifi cation to Sutherland’s theory. In differential rein-
forcement theory, Jeffery said that (1) children learn from the consequences of 
their actions and (2) both social and nonsocial factors infl uence their behavior. A 
child who steals food, for example, may receive reinforcement from the fact that 
the stolen goods provide him or her with nourishment (nonsocial) and from the 
approval he or she receives from family and friends for being able to “get away 
with it” (social).26 Building on Jeffery and his earlier work with Robert Burgess,27 
Ronald Akers has restated differential association theory to incorporate these 
new ideas. The result was a theory composed of seven propositions:

1.  Deviant behavior is learned according to the principles of operant 
conditioning.

2.  Deviant behavior is learned in nonsocial situations that are reinforcing or 
discriminating and through social interactions in which the behavior of 
other persons is reinforcing or discriminating for such behavior.

3.  The principal part of learning deviant behavior occurs in those groups that 
comprise or control the individual’s major source of reinforcements.

4.  Learning deviant behavior includes specifi c techniques, attitudes, and avoid-
ance procedures and is a function of the effective and available reinforcers 
and the existing reinforcement contingencies.

5.  The specifi c class of behavior learned and its frequency of occurrence are 
a function of the effective and available reinforcers and the deviant or non-
deviant direction of the norms, rules, and defi nitions, which in the past have 
accompanied the reinforcements.

6.  The probability that a person will commit deviant behavior is increased in 
the presence of normative statements that in the process of differential re-
inforcement of such behavior over conforming behavior have acquired dis-
criminative value.

7.  The strength of deviant behavior is a direct function of the amount, fre-
quency, and probability of its reinforcement.28

 Central to Akers’s reformulation are propositions 2, 3, 5, and 6. Proposi-
tions 2 and 3 state that learning takes place in nonsocial situations; however, 
most learning occurs in social interactions with signifi cant others. Propositions 
5 and 6 speak to the importance of social defi nitions. Children who receive an 
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excess of defi nitions favorable 
to the violation of law over defi -
nitions unfavorable to the vio-
lation of law are more likely to 
commit crime. 

Walter Miller

Walter Miller worked for a 
number of years with delin-
quent gangs in Roxbury, Mas-
sachusetts, just outside Boston. 
His experiences led him to see 
delinquency as an expression of 
a particular culture present in 
slum neighborhoods. Miller’s 
contribution to deviance theory 
is explaining gang delinquency. His research methods have often included in-
novative approaches, using unobtrusive observation techniques. Miller would go 
to a pizza parlor and pretend to be completely absorbed in his meal and newspa-
per. In fact, however, he was listening carefully to what the youths around him 
were talking about. He took extensive notes, which were later mined for theo-
retical nuggets.29 Miller’s theory of juvenile delinquency is summarized below:

•  The lower-class has a distinctive family structure. Female-based house-
holds and serial monogamy characterize lower-class families. Women run 
the household, and they go through a series of husbands or lovers. Because 
there are inevitably periods when no men are in their lives, women have to 
fend for themselves and their children.

•  This family structure alienates boys, pushing them to join all-male peer 
groups. Miller believes that boys grow up with the traditional belief that a 
boy should not be told what to do by his mother, aunt, or older sister. With 
no fathers or father fi gures present, however, lower-class boys are subject to 
the control and authority of women. Resenting this, they seek the company 
of males who congregate on the street corner or in other gathering places, 
like the pool hall.

•  In these all-male peer groups, lower-class culture is created and transmit-
ted. Boys develop values and standards, which mirror those of lower-class 
culture in general.

•  Lower-class culture revolves around six focal concerns or values, which 
guide behavior. The focal concerns of the lower-class are autonomy, excite-
ment, fate, smartness, trouble, and toughness. Autonomy describes the 
resistance of lower-class youths to having their lives controlled by others. 
Often you hear them say such things as, “No one’s gonna push me around” 
or “He can shove this job up his ass.” Curiously, however, the actual be-
havior of lower-class people contradicts the cultural value of autonomy. 
Typically, they seek out jobs in restrictive settings where they are told what 
to do and when to do it, because they identify strong controls with being 

theor y  in  a  nutshel l
Walter Miller

Miller blamed delinquency on two structural 

features of the lower-class: focal concerns and 

female-based households. Together they pro-

duce sex-role problems for boys. Boys, who 

need to learn to become men, must learn from 

women. This is inadequate, so they join to-

gether and form a gang. Status is achieved in 

the gang by living up to focal concerns, some 

of which lead to delinquency.

The music of many rap 

artists refl ects lower-

class focal concerns. 

Did the allegiance to a 

gangster lifestyle cost 

rap singers Tupac Shakur 

and “BIGGIE” Smalls 

(Notorious BIG) their 

lives?

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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cared for. Excitement is the search for thrills, danger, or risk that often oc-
curs as a result of excessive drinking, fi ghting, gambling, and promiscuous 
sexual relationships. Fate is the lower-class belief that forces beyond their 
control determine their lives. These forces are not religious ones; rather, 
they refer to whether someone is naturally lucky or unlucky. Smartness is 
the ability to avoid being outfoxed. It refers to “street smarts,” or the skill 
to take advantage of the weaknesses of others. Toughness is a physical 
prowess that is often displayed through machismo (lack of sensitivity, and a 
tendency to treat women as sex objects and conquests). Trouble is the most 
important concern. Getting into and staying out of trouble are major pre-
occupations of lower-class people. Children are judged or assigned status 
by how well they do this. Focal concerns are not unique to the lower class; 
however, they are more signifi cant to it than they are to the middle and up-
per classes.

•  Strong identifi cation with the focal concerns of lower-class culture leads to 
violations of the law. Lower-class adolescent boys in gangs get into trouble 
because they live up to the standards presented to them in lower-class cul-
ture, and according to the middle-class, these standards or values are 
delinquent. 30

Strong identifi cation with these values is why boys commit crime. Children 
participate in delinquency because they must live up to the standards of their 
neighborhood, regardless of what outsiders think about what they are doing. 
The focal concern of toughness, for instance, may mean the juvenile must fi ght 
when disrespected; possessing street smarts (smartness) may lead to drug deal-
ing; and excitement may result in excessive drinking, gambling, or using of ille-
gal drugs. The linkages among Miller’s statements are illustrated in Figure 6-3.
 Miller’s theory is interesting and original. It focused on the culture of pov-
erty and America’s underclass, concerns that were becoming more popular in 
the larger society at the time Miller was writing. The notion of a culture of 
poverty can be traced to Oscar Lewis, who in his studies of Latin America de-
scribed a situation where people resigned themselves to being poor as a matter 
of fate. Children growing up in this environment eventually believed the same 
thing about their future: No matter what they did, fate had determined that 
they too would be poor.31  William Julius Wilson has also reported on Ameri-
ca’s underclass. Wilson explained why Chicago’s inner city neighborhoods have 
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figure 6-3 Mapping Delinquency Theory: Walter Miller
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deteriorated. The deterioration has been gradual and can be blamed on struc-
tural changes that have taken place in society at large. As society became more 
integrated, opportunities for the professional and entrepreneurial class of 
African Americans increased. The members of this class moved from the inner 
city to the suburbs to pursue the “good life.” They took with them not only 
their money and their businesses but also values that emphasized upward mo-
bility. They left behind a hardcore group of chronically unemployed, unskilled, 
and poorly educated people who lacked the social, economic, or political base 
with which to prosper. Today we are seeing some of the consequences of their 
migration. In inner city neighborhoods, there is an underclass of “truly disad-
vantaged” people. These neighborhoods are riddled with social ills: homicide, 
violence, fetal alcohol syndrome, illegal drug use, teen pregnancy, unemploy-
ment, and so on. Worse yet, there are no indications that conditions are im-
proving. More signs point to present conditions being the “calm before the 
storm.”32 
 The United States is changing from a manufacturing to a service economy. 
In the past several decades industrial production has declined and an increasing 
number of jobs have been outsourced to other countries, triggering a decrease 
in the demand for unskilled labor. Much of the production that still exists has 
followed a trend of relocation, shifting manufacturing jobs to foreign countries 
and the suburbs. As opportunity declines, crime fl ourishes.33

  The central issue, however, is not whether there is a culture of poverty or an 
underclass; experts agree they exist. What experts disagree on is why they exist. 
There are two competing lines of thought. Edward Banfi eld contends “birds of 
a feather fl ock together.”34 Poor people are attracted by, and relocate to, the in-
ner city because of the presence of distinctive subcultural values that discourage 
personal achievement. They are looking for support for their low aspirations 
and lack of accomplishment. One aspect of inner city living that Banfi eld fi nds 
particularly disturbing is its emphasis on immediate rather than deferred grati-
fi cation. Inner city residents live for the moment rather than for tomorrow. As a 
consequence, they achieve very little. They perpetuate their poverty and that of 
their children. Many of our nation’s poor are irresponsible and reap what they 
deserve. They are responsible for their own circumstances.
  Others disagree. They see the poor as victims of unfair policies that regulate 
the distribution of wealth. They say Banfi eld is “blaming the victim.”35 This al-
ternative view claims the government purposely creates poverty because poverty 
is functional:

•  Poverty ensures that society’s dirty work will be done. Society can fi ll these 
jobs by paying higher wages than for “clean” work, or it can force people 
who have no other choice to do the dirty work.

•  Because the poor must work at low wages, they subsidize many services 
that benefi t the affl uent. For example, domestics subsidize the upper middle 
and upper class, making life easier for their employers.

•  Poverty creates jobs for a number of occupations and professions that serve 
or “service” the poor, or protect the rest of society from them, for example, 
welfare agencies and the criminal and juvenile justice systems.

•  The poor can be identifi ed and punished as alleged or real deviants to up-
hold the legitimacy of conventional norms.36
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Poor people serve as a living example of the fate that befalls those who violate 
norms regarding work, family, and moral turpitude.

STRAIN THEORY

One of the building blocks of strain theory is the idea of anomie originally de-
veloped by Emile Durkheim, one of the founders of modern sociology.37 Writ-
ing in the late 19th century, Durkheim wanted to understand the social change 
brought about by the Industrial Revolution and the impact it had on society. He 
believed unlimited aspirations and desires are a natural part of human nature. 
In order to temper the natural impulses people have and provide stability in so-
ciety to ensure the greatest happiness for the greatest number, social controls are 
necessary. Preindustrial societies had a high degree of social cohesion and strong 
traditional restraints as refl ected in the church and institutions, something that 
has been eroded in industrial societies. 
 In the aftermath of the Industrial Revolution with the increased complex-
ity of society, a growth in individualization, and the continued diversifi cation 
of the division of labor, social bonds weakened, leading to the disruption of 
the normative structure. Social controls take the form of norms as well as the 
sanctions that regulate the day-to-day lives of people. Durkheim observed that 
when a society goes through abrupt, rapid social change, such as a depression or 
war, the normative structure is disrupted, which can cause a period of anomie 
or normlessness leading to social disorganization. Without norms, some people 
do not have the self-control to avoid deviance; they do not understand the rules 
well enough and will do anything to satiate their unlimited desires.

There are 
many negative 
consequences of 
homelessness, 
including risks 
of delinquency 
and victimization 
among children and 
adolescents. What 
conditions contribute 
to homelessness 
and the resulting 
obstacles for healthy 
social development? 
Do criminologists 
explain this 
differently based 
on whether they 
are sociologists or 
psychologists?
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 A state of anomie can happen to the whole of society, such as during times 
of economic depression, famine, or war. It can also affect large groups of citi-
zens, such as the victims of Hurricane Katrina who experienced mass migrations 
from one area into a culturally and normatively different one. It can also affect 
smaller groups of people or individuals. A family moving from one area of the 
country to another may encounter a different sense of normative restraints and 
fi nd themselves going through as radical a change from one value system to an-
other as they would had they been caught up in a nation-wide depression. Some-
times students going away to college for the fi rst time experience anomie as they 
try to adjust to life outside their family structure. People bring their own norms 
with them only to fi nd another set in the new locale. The meshing the old and 
new together can cause a radical change within individuals and society at large.

Robert Merton

In 1938 American sociologist, Robert Merton, wrote an article that expanded 
Durkheim’s idea of anomie into what has become known as strain theory.38 In-
stead of the temporary state of normlessness that Durkheim described, Mer-
ton defi ned anomie as the permanent disjuncture that exists in society between 
(1) cultural goals that are regarded as worth striving for and (2) institutional-
ized means or approved ways of reaching these goals. The main goals in U.S. 
society are the acquisition of wealth and status. The socially approved ways to 
achieve them are by getting a good education, receiving job training, and pursu-
ing career advancement. It is easy to see that some people have a much shorter 
path to follow to success than those who are born to less advantageous circum-
stances (see Figure 6-4). The playing fi eld is not equal in that some people have 
ascribed qualities (gender and race), resources (wealthy parents and the “right” 
connections), and environmental advantages (growing up on the “right side of 
the tracks” or in a family that believes in the value of education and the work 
ethic) that are supportive of the pursuit of the goal. However, for many children, 
access to legitimate means is blocked. Doors to a good education or to a good 
job are closed, which creates a problem, since they too desire wealth and status. 
 Merton believed that the strain between means and goals is always present 
in society and identifi ed fi ve ways people adapt to the frustration (see Table 6-1). 
Most people are “conformists,” in that they buy into the system and accept both 
the goals defi ned by the culture and the socially defi ned means to get there. 
Merton uses the term innovators to describe those who strive for society’s goals 
but do so through means that deviate from the norms of society. Criminals as-
pire to wealth yet use unacceptable means to attain it. Ritualists are persons 
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who do not subscribe to the goals of society though they still participate in so-
cially accepted means to support themselves. Assembly line workers who show 
up to work day after day, minding the norms of society, satisfi ed with their safe 
routines but with no hope or desire to reach the goals of success are ritualists. 
Individuals who have dropped out of society altogether, such as drug addicts, 
alcoholics, and many homeless people, neither believe in the means nor the goals 
of society are called retreatists. These are people who have withdrawn into what 
society considers a nonproductive world of their own. Finally, Merton discusses 
a method of adaptation he calls “rebellion.” Rebels are individuals who do not 
subscribe to either the means society feels are legitimate or the goals that society 
defi nes. These people are visionaries or revolutionaries who defi ne their own 
goals and fi nd unique ways to achieve them.
 Merton thinks children are inherently good and commit crime only when 
their backs are against the wall. If society was able to eliminate the conditions 
that produce strain, such as poverty and inequality, it may also prevent delin-
quency. Some criminologists believe Merton overstated the impact of strain on 
children. Others believe that Merton did not identify which juveniles among 
those who are denied access to legitimate means will commit crime. Merton also 
does not say much about the relationship between frustration and delinquency. 
Why do some children who are frustrated refrain from committing crime while 
others who appear to have less reason to be frustrated commit crime? Merton 
also does not answer an important question about the distribution of goals and 
means. In American society, what is the process for the assimilation of goals and 
how is accessibility to means to achieve those goals determined? It is also diffi cult 
to generalize, as Merton did, from the highly successful innovators to juvenile 
delinquents. Many juvenile offenses—for example drinking alcohol, smoking 
marijuana, truancy, and fi ghting—net very little or no money. Often delinquency 
is not the lucrative career Merton says it is. Margaret Farnworth and Michael 
Leiber believe these are unfair criticisms. They argue that critics have never really 
tested Merton’s theory but instead tested their own misguided reinterpretation of 
it.39 Nonetheless, its fl aws aside, Merton’s theory did inspire other criminologists 
to develop strain theories of their own. One who did was Albert Cohen. 

Albert Cohen

In his 1955 book, Delinquent Boys, Albert Cohen built upon Merton’s ideas and 
explained why urban, lower-class boys commit crime.40 The response to Cohen’s 

table 6-1 Mer ton’s Modes of Adaptation 

MODES OF ADAPTATION CULTURAL GOALS INSTITUTIONALIZED MEANS

Conformity Accept Accept

Innovation Accept Reject

Ritualism Reject Accept

Retreatism Reject Reject

Rebellion Reject prevailing goals and means and substitute new ones.

Source: Adapted from Robert Merton, Social Theory and Social Structure, revised edition (New York: Macmillan, 

1968).

Is it wasteful to channel 

resources to retreatists, 

such as transients, drug 

addicts, and alcoholics? 

Are they worthy of public 

monies? Is it inevitable 

that some people will not 

succeed in life?

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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book was very favorable, and 
the few critics who disagreed 
with him felt compelled to con-
struct rival theories.
 Cohen’s theory is a parable, 
a simple story with an obvious 
moral. Cohen describes the de-
linquencies of lower class boys 
as malicious, negativistic, and 
nonutilitarian. Malicious behav-
iors are committed out of spite. 
Delinquent boys get their kicks 
from bullying nondelinquents, 
and they show the same kind of 
spite toward their schools and 
teachers. Delinquents are also 
negativistic, believing their be-
havior is right precisely because it is wrong according to the norms and rules of 
the larger society. Their behavior is nonutilitarian because their activities do not 
produce a direct economic benefi t. Cohen says delinquents “steal for the hell of 
it.” His position is that delinquents are out to have fun, a point of view that is 
opposite to Merton’s opinion that delinquents commit instrumental theft.
 According to Cohen, the activities of delinquents show they have other 
traits as well, which he identifi es as versatility, short-run hedonism, and group 
autonomy. Delinquents’ versatility is shown in their tendency to dabble in many 
delinquent activities—stealing, vandalism, trespassing, truancy, and so on. Evi-
dence of short-run hedonism is that delinquents are impatient and impulsive. 
They do not take kindly to rules, schedules, or organization, nor do they plan 
ahead, study, or practice. Future gains and goals are of no importance to them. 
Delinquents also exhibit group autonomy: They are close to other members of 
their gang but hostile to outsiders. Cohen also explains how these traits are 
acquired.
  Americans judge children in different ways. Middle-class parents, teachers, 
and social workers, for example, judge the behavior of children in terms of a set of 
values or standards, which Cohen calls the middle-class measuring rod. All chil-
dren, not just middle-class children, are expected to subscribe to these values:

•  Ambition is a virtue. Its absence is a defect and a sign of maladjustment. 
Ambition emphasizes an orientation toward long-range goals and deferred 
gratifi cation, an early determination to get ahead.

•  Individual responsibility plays a key role in middle-class ethics. It applauds 
resourcefulness and self-reliance.

•  Middle-class norms place a high premium on skills and tangible 
achievements.

• Hard work and frugality are admirable.

•  Rationality is highly valued, in the sense that forethought, conscious plan-
ning, and the budgeting of time are exercised.

•  The middle-class value system rewards the cultivation of manners and 
courtesy.

Many crimes are not 

committed for fi nancial 

gain. Some armed 

robbers, for instance, 

commit crimes to obtain 

drugs. Rarely do they 

commit crime to pay 

their rent. Are most 

juveniles who commit 

property crimes really 

economically motivated? 

t h i n ka b o u t  i t

theor y  in  a  nutshel l
Albert Cohen

Cohen believed that lower-class parents do 

not adequately socialize children effectively 

in terms of widely accepted values. In school, 

children compete for status from teachers who 

use a “middle-class measuring rod” to evalu-

ate them. Lower-class children often end up at 

the bottom of the status ladder, causing strain 

that leads them to join together and form 

gangs, which leads to delinquency.
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•  Control of physical aggression and violence, which damage personal rela-
tions, are important middle-class values.

•  People should not waste time; rather, they should spend their time 
constructively.

•  Middle-class values emphasize respect for property.

All children are expected to conform to these values. However, doing so is not 
so easy for some. Whereas most middle-class children may live up to them ef-
fortlessly, lower-class children may not be taught these standards, or not taught 
them well. Consequently, they have diffi culty adopting them.
 In school, regardless of their social class, children are judged by their ability 
to follow middle-class values. Children who do not or cannot follow them lose 
status or prestige and are looked down upon by teachers and fellow students. 
Boys frustrated by their low status come together and form a delinquent sub-
culture that has a set of values and standards for behavior that reject middle-
class norms. By making a complete change—from accepting middle-class values 
to rejecting them, a process called reaction formation—the youths will acquire 
status in the eyes of their peers. But once they adopt their new code, they lose 
any respect they had in the larger society; and once delinquent, they cannot turn 
back. Cohen thus sees delinquency as a male, lower-class phenomenon that is 
caused by status frustration and the inability to live up to middle-class stan-
dards. Frustrations are expressed as hostility toward middle-class norms and 
institutions (see Figure 6-5).
  Cohen’s theory is simple and logically consistent. However, research testing 
it has produced mixed results. It is true that academic performance and delin-
quency are related. The better a child’s school performance, the less likely he or 
she will commit crime.41 There is also substantial evidence that children commit 
their crimes in groups. On the other hand, empirical support is lacking for the 
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idea that delinquent boys reject middle-class values and adopt oppositional val-
ues. Lee Rainwater found that lower-class boys generally hold middle-class val-
ues but stretch them to fi t their circumstances. However, they will conform to 
middle-class norms if they possibly can. David Downes reports that the typical 
response of delinquents to frustration is not rejection of middle-class values but 
disassociation from them. The delinquents in his study did not turn the values 
of their school upside down; instead, they psychologically withdrew. Steven Box 
observed that many lower-class boys never internalize the values of the school 
and teachers in the fi rst place and are always distant from them.42 

Richard Cloward and Lloyd Ohlin

In their book Delinquency and Opportunity, Richard Cloward and Lloyd Oh-
lin agree with Cohen that delinquency is a male, lower-class, urban phenom-
enon.43 Like Merton, they think 
delinquency comes from the 
disjuncture between what chil-
dren are taught to want and 
what is available. Adolescents 
who join delinquent gangs want 
to achieve success, but because 
their legitimate path is blocked, 
they turn to illegitimate means 
in the form of delinquency.
 Lower-class children who 
want to make a lot of money 
but stay with their lower-class 
friends are the most likely to 
join a gang. They want, in the 
terminology of the 1940s and 
1950s, “big cars, fl ashy clothes, 

theor y  in  a  nutshel l
Richard Cloward and Lloyd Ohlin 

Cloward and Ohlin identifi ed the existence of 

legitimate and illegitimate opportunity struc-

tures. In both systems, opportunity is limited 

and differentially available depending on the 

where the child lives. Lower-class juveniles 

have greater opportunities for acquisition of 

delinquent roles through their access to devi-

ant subcultures. They also have greater oppor-

tunities for carrying these roles out once they 

are acquired.

Strain theory 
contends that 

children are basically 
good. They commit 

crime as a last 
resort. The best 

strategy to prevent 
delinquency is to 

eliminate conditions 
that generate stress, 

such as poverty 
and inequality in 

schooling.
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and swell dames.” Yet they do not have a compelling urge to acquire middle-
class status or a middle-class way of life.
 When a lower-class boy senses he is not headed toward fi nancial success 
later in life, he may blame his failure on society or himself. If he blames society, 
the child will likely become alienated from it and consider its rule illegitimate, 
especially if he thinks he is capable and deserving of success. His failing will be 
attributed to a closed, unfair, and discriminatory social system. Boys who feel 
this way may join a delinquent gang whose rules are regarded by its members as 
the only legitimate rules. As boys come to realize how isolated they are from the 
rest of society, they become closer, more cohesive, and more dependent on one 
another.
 Cloward and Ohlin identify three delinquent subcultures. The type of sub-
culture that develops in a neighborhood depends on how the neighborhood is 
organized (Sutherland) and what opportunities are available (Merton). A crimi-
nal subculture emerges in stable neighborhoods that provide children with il-
legitimate opportunities to become successful criminals. In these areas there are 
illegitimate opportunities to become wealthy because the neighborhood has:

•  Adult role models who are successful criminals.

•  Integration of age levels, which makes it possible for children to learn from 
their elders how to commit crime and how to handle themselves when they 
are caught.

•  Cooperation between offenders and legitimate people, such as bail bonds-
men, lawyers, and politicians.

•  Control of delinquents by adult criminals, who make them cut down on 
unnecessary violence in favor of making money.

 A second delinquent subculture is the confl ict subculture. This subculture 
develops in disorganized slums, where great in- and out-migration produces so-
cial and cultural rootlessness and confl ict. In these neighborhoods, children have 
only a few opportunities to be successful. The adult criminals who live there are 
failures. There is no integration of different age levels because the adult offend-
ers have no useful knowledge to pass on. There is also little cooperation between 
offenders and legitimate members of the community because local lawyers and 
politicians have nothing to gain by associating with and assisting “losers.” In 
addition, the adult criminals here have neither the ability nor the inclination 
to help neighborhood delinquents reduce their violent activity. The absence of 
legitimate and illegitimate opportunities frustrates children, and they vent their 
frustrations by turning to violence.
 The third delinquent subculture is the retreatist subculture. Some children 
are eager to succeed in the criminal or confl ict subculture but do not meet the 
standards of either one. Nor do they live up to the requirements of the conven-
tional culture. They are double failures. They cannot succeed in any line of ac-
tivity they attempt. Eventually, they give up and turn to drugs or alcohol.
 Cloward and Ohlin see the cause of delinquency as a combination of the 
pressures to succeed and the obstacles lower-class children face. If there were op-
portunities for them to succeed using legitimate means, their delinquency rates 
would go down. However, just as there are differences in the availability of legit-
imate opportunities, there also are differences in the availability of illegitimate 
opportunities. Not everyone who wants to be a college professor, professional 
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athlete, or rap musician can be one, nor can everyone who wants to be a drug 
dealer, pimp, or prostitute be successful at those endeavors (see Figure 6-6).
 Cloward and Ohlin’s theory was widely accepted. Scores of research studies 
have tested their central propositions and generally have found support for them. 
It is true that delinquents are more likely than nondelinquents to believe that 
opportunities to be successful are limited.44 James F. Short, Jr., and Fred Strodt-
beck found that not only did delinquents perceive they had fewer legitimate op-
portunities they also perceived they had more illegitimate opportunities.45

Robert Agnew

The theories of Merton, Cohen, and Cloward and Ohlin were developed decades 
ago. They were incorporated into a variety of delinquency prevention programs, 
but they fell out of favor during the 1970s and 1980s when violent juvenile crime 
soared. They were given new life, however, in 1992 when Robert Agnew intro-
duced general strain theory, in which he identifi ed many more conditions that if 
left unchecked would cause frustration for children. In 2005, Agnew provided a 
synthesis of his theory.46
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 Agnew thinks traditional 
strain theory is limited because 
it only identifi es one or two 
sources of strain: economic 
failure or poor school perfor-
mance. Strain might come from 
other sources. Teenagers may 
experience strain in response 
to doing poorly in an athletic 
event, being fi red from a job, or 
being “dumped” by a boyfriend 
or girlfriend. Regardless of its 
origin, strain triggers a negative 
emotion that sometimes leads 
to delinquency. The relation-
ship between strain and delinquency, in other words, is indirect. These events 
may lead to delinquency if the child responds by running away from home, 
assaulting an abusive parent or classmate, or drinking alcohol or using illegal 
drugs. But only some children who experience strain commit crime.
 How children react to strain depends on specifi c conditioning factors, such 
as the youth’s self-esteem, intelligence, social support, coping strategies, prob-
lem-solving skills, and associations with conventional and delinquent peers. 
Conditioning factors provide children with the necessary tools to imagine al-
ternative reactions and solutions to strain. Some children, for example, respond 
to strain by ignoring or minimizing the event responsible for it, whereas oth-
ers blame themselves or others for what happened. The type of strain, who the 
strain is blamed on, the intensity of the strain, and the emotion the strain evokes 
all infl uence how a child might react (see Figure 6-7).
 Agnew’s reformulation has received some empirical support. Bill McCarthy 
and John Hagan found that adverse or noxious living conditions infl uence the 
likelihood of children committing crime.47 Raymond Paternoster and Paul Ma-
zerolle reported a positive relationship between strain and both drug use and 
delinquency.48 Studying males and females, Mazerolle, 49 John Hoffman and Su-
san Su,50 and Agnew and Timothy Brezina observed a link between delinquency 
and interpersonal strain.51 Brezina also found that participation in delinquency 
reduced strain for some children and lessened the impact of negative feelings as-
sociated with it.52 A large number of studies, including research by Lisa Broidy, 
Mark Colvin, and Jack Katz, as well as Nicole Piquero and Miriam Sealock, 
have reported that the impact of strain on delinquency partially depends on 
negative emotions, such as anger.53 Ronald Simons and his colleagues recently 
examined the impact of strain on African American male and female children. 
They discovered the relationship between anger and strain is different for boys 
than for girls, thus suggesting that different theoretical models are needed to ex-
plain the behavior of the sexes.54 Of particular importance in Agnew’s theory is 
whether criminal victimization might be among the most consequential strains 
experienced by a child, and thereby be an important cause of delinquency. Put-
ting it differently, is criminal victimization a potential cause of a child’s future 
involvement in crime? Carter Hay and Michelle Evans examined this question. 
They found that violent victimization is a strong predictor of future participa-
tion in criminality, even when controlling for prior involvement in crime. Thus, 

theor y  in  a  nutshel l
Robert Agnew 

Agnew suggested that many different sources 

of stress trigger a negative emotion. Whether 
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when a child is the victim of a violent crime, it increases the likelihood that he or 
she will commit crime down the road.55

  At the same time, however, fi ndings from other studies have raised questions 
about general strain theory. Most forms of strain have been found to have only 
small to moderate effects on delinquency. In other words, only some adolescents 
respond to strain with delinquency. The challenge facing general strain theory 
is to identify those factors that effect whether a youth will respond to strain 
with delinquency or in some other way. One promising line of inquiry is the 
linkage between personality and delinquency. Research suggests that strain is 
more likely to lead to delinquency among children who are angry and who have 
low self-control.56

Steven Messner and Richard Rosenfeld

Steven Messner and Richard Rosenfeld have also presented a modifi ed version 
of Merton’s work called institutional anomie theory.57 Messner and Rosenfeld 
argue that American culture and social structure interact to produce conditions 
that lead to delinquency (see Figure 6-8). American culture is characterized by 
a culture of individualism, an orientation toward achievement, and pecuniary 
materialism—where the amount of money one has determines his or her worth and
self-worth. These cultural factors infl uence important social institutions, such 
as the family, schools, economy, and political system. The culture permeates the 
entire society, thus even the most economically impoverished Americans gener-
ally subscribe to the ideals of the culture. Both poor and rich want to be inde-
pendently successful. Since the poor lack opportunities and access to resources, 
they are effectively barred from achieving success legitimately. This creates frus-
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figure 6-7 Mapping Delinquency Theory: Rober t Agnew
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tration and anomie and is an 
incentive to use illegal means to 
achieve cultural goals.
 Evaluations of institutional 
anomie theory have produced 
impressive support for it. Fac-
tors including poverty, welfare 
spending, social support, eco-
nomic inequality, and social 
altruism all have been found to 
be related to a variety of crimes 
ranging from murder to prop-
erty crime. Thus, although ano-
mie is one of the oldest theoreti-
cal perspectives in criminology, 
it is still relevant in the 21st 
century.58

SOCIAL CONTROL THEORY

Social control can be traced to 17th-century philosopher Thomas Hobbes, who 
in Leviathan contends that humans are aggressive, argumentative, shy creatures 
in search of glory that would naturally use violence to master other people, 
their spouses, and children.59 This profi le was a quality of all people, not simply 
criminals. In Hobbes’s view, people were basically bad, and to create order the 
state needed to strike fear into their hearts and punish them severely when they 
broke the law. Twentieth-century criminologists expanded upon Hobbes’ ideas 
and created social control theory. These theorists assumed that without con-
trols children would break the law. Delinquency was expected behavior. Rather 
than look for factors that push children into crime, the purpose of social control 

figure 6-8  Mapping Delinquency Theory: Steven Messner and Richard 
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Messner and Rosenfeld believe that economic 

and materialistic interests dominate Ameri-

can society. They believed that goals other 

than material success (e.g., being a good par-

ent) are not important to many people today. 

Some children who are blocked from acquiring 

money legitimately will turn to crime, believing 

criminality is the most effective and effi cient 

way for them to acquire wealth.
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theory is to identify the factors that stop or prevent children from participating 
in delinquency in the fi rst place. In social control theory, what must be explained 
is why most children conform to society’s rules most of the time. It is taken for 
granted that children break rules. The real question is: Why do children not 
commit crime? In the 1950s, social control theory was introduced to American 
criminology. One of the fi rst criminologists to do so was Walter Reckless, with 
his containment theory. Reckless’s theory was superseded by other social con-
trol theory explanations developed by David Matza in 1964, Travis Hirschi in 
1969, and Michael Gottfredson and Travis Hirschi in 1990.

Walter Reckless

In the 1950s, Walter Reckless introduced containment theory, in which he fo-
cused on the child’s self-concept.60 Reckless paid attention to the role of inter-
nal and external controls on the child’s behavior. He had known for some time 
that only certain children were 
chronic offenders. As a gradu-
ate of the University of Chicago 
with Clifford Shaw and Henry 
McKay as mentors, Reckless 
was curious about the differen-
tial response of juveniles who 
lived in disorganized areas. He 
wanted to know why some boys 
in high-crime neighborhoods 
do not get into trouble with 
the law. Studying this question 
in various ways for more than 
a decade, Reckless reasoned 
that “good boys” had a positive 
self-concept.
 Reckless identifi ed four pressures and pulls that infl uence whether a child 
will become delinquent:

• Outer pulls or environmental factors.

• Inner pushes or psychological and biological factors.

•  External containments or attachments to persons and institutions repre-
senting the existing social order.

• Internal containments or the element of a good self-concept.

Outer pulls are living conditions such as poverty and unemployment that make 
delinquency look like an attractive solution to a diffi cult problem. Inner pushes 
are psychological factors such as drives and motives, as well as frustration, hos-
tility, and feelings of inferiority and biological factors like brain damage. Juve-
niles, however, are equipped with two lines of defense to ward off pushes and 
pulls. They have external containments (outer controls) and internal contain-
ments (inner controls) that insulate them from delinquency. External contain-
ments are the child’s family and community ties, which buffer the immediate 
pressures, pulls, and pushes juveniles face, helping them to keep their behavior 
in check. Internal containments are strengths that stem from having a good, 
strong self-concept. A positive self-concept insulates children from the pressures, 

Social control theory 

states that people will 

commit crime unless 

obstacles are thrown 

in their paths and that 

children are hedonistic. 

What evidence can you 

use to support this dark 

evaluation of human 

nature? 
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that what separated “good boys” from de-

linquents was that “good boys” had strong 

self-concepts.
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pulls, and pushes with which they are bombarded; it is the best defense against 
delinquent impulses. Research by Frank Scarpitti and his colleagues and Simon 
Dinitz and his associates reported that boys with strong self-concepts were less 
likely to be delinquent.61

David Matza

David Matza studied delinquency in the mid-20th century, a period of civil un-
rest that was highlighted by protests over civil rights and the Vietnam War. The 
social and political struggles Matza observed from his seat as professor at the 
University of California in Berkeley had a profound impact on his work. Matza 
came to believe that delinquency theorists had exaggerated the differences be-
tween delinquents and nondelinquents.62 Strain theorists, such as Cohen and 
Cloward and Ohlin, see delin-
quents as part of a subculture 
completely committed to mis-
deeds, engaging in delinquency 
because they believe in ideas 
that require such behavior. 
These children are normal in 
all respects except in belong-
ing to this subculture, which 
teaches them it is all right to be 
delinquent.
 Matza fi nds this hard to 
believe and he criticizes strain 
theorists for not accounting for 
maturational reform: the idea 
that nearly all children who participate in delinquency reduce or stop such ac-
tivity as they grow older. Strain theory persistently maintains that children are 
committed to stealing, vandalizing, and assaulting. If so, why do many delin-
quents modify their behavior as they reach age 18, 21, or 25? Strain theory can-
not answer this question.
  Matza also suggests that if delinquents were really as committed to their 
misdeeds as strain theory claims, they would engage in delinquency for nearly 
all of their waking hours. But even the most delinquent youths spend most of 
their time in conventional, nondelinquent activities; they devote very little time 
to delinquency. Many delinquents who are caught also know they have done 
something wrong and feel sorry for their actions. If Matza is correct that delin-
quents know delinquency is wrong, why do they participate in it? He says it is 
because a youth may pick up cues in conversations with other youths that imply 
delinquency is acceptable, and that those other youths think he or she is the only 
one who does not want to be delinquent. Faced with this implication, he or she is 
reluctant to be the “chicken,” the one who backs out of a delinquent escapade.
  Because delinquents feel bad for what they have done, they develop tech-
niques of neutralization, or rationalizations for their behavior to absolve them-
selves of guilt. There are fi ve techniques of neutralization: 63

•  Denial of responsibility is a technique to blame the delinquent act on an 
outside force. The youths are drawn into situations and are helpless to act 
any other way. They may blame their delinquency on growing up in an 
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abusive family, a bad neighborhood, or delinquent peers. These juveniles 
might say, “I couldn’t help it” or “It was not my fault.”

•  Denial of injury occurs when the criminal act does not seem to hurt any-
one; no one was seriously injured. A gang fi ght might be said to be only a 
private argument between consenting and willing participants. Thefts from 
Wal-Mart might be rationalized by suggesting that with all its wealth the 
company will never notice the losses from small thefts anyway. Juveniles 
who use this technique might say, “A criminal act hurts someone and I did 
not hurt anyone.”

•  Denial of victim is used when a juvenile believes what he or she did was 
right under the circumstances. The victim had it coming. Some adolescents 
will use this justifi cation to explain their attacks on homosexuals or mi-
norities. They might further legitimize their behavior by saying something 
like, “Robin Hood stole from the rich and gave to the poor because the rich 
deserved to be robbed.”

•  Condemnations of condemners take place when children want to shift 
blame from their own illegal behavior to the behavior of others. They will 
try to create a negative image about those who are being critical of them. 
They may, for example, call those who condemn them hypocrites. Juveniles 
may rationalize the legitimacy of their illegal drug use, for instance, by say-
ing, “police and judges are corrupt hypocrites who are involved in the drug 
trade themselves.”

•  Appeal to higher loyalty is used when juveniles feel they must break the law 
to benefi t their friends, family, or other group they are closely tied to. Ille-
gal acts might be justifi ed by claiming they were committed in deference to 
a higher authority, such as a moral or religious belief, the gang, or a racial 
or ethnic group. Adolescents who steal necessities of life for their family 
might justify their behavior on this basis.

 While techniques of neutralization might be used as postevent explanations 
of delinquent behavior, Matza believes that the same justifi cations are used prior 
to delinquent acts to rationalize the delinquent’s involvement. Techniques of 
neutralization ready a child for delinquency. They lessen the effectiveness of in-
ternal and external controls, thereby freeing the adolescent to commit crime.
 If Matza is correct, juveniles can be delinquent without being committed to 
delinquency. They only need to think that the circumstances surrounding their 
particular involvement are exceptional. Normally, most adolescents accept con-
ventional rules and laws, but occasionally their acceptance of the law is overrid-
den by some other factor, such as an attack or a provocation. Then the youth 
may drift from acceptance of conventional values. When this happens, delin-
quency is possible but not inevitable. Whether delinquency occurs depends on 
many factors, including the juvenile’s mood and his or her ability to neutralize 
the illegal act being contemplated.
  The appeal of Matza’s theory is that juveniles live in a state of fl ux and 
uncertainty. Some criminologists have criticized Matza because the central con-
cepts of his theory are diffi cult to test. Matza is also vague about how children 
use techniques of neutralization. Nonetheless, Matza’s theory has inspired oth-
ers. Research examining Matza’s propositions has produced mixed results. It 
is true that delinquents accept conventional values.64 It is also true that most 
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children age-out of delinquency, but possibly not without consequences. John 
Hagan found that past experiences of working-class males adversely affect their 
early adult occupational attainment.65 Travis Hirschi found evidence for three 
of the fi ve techniques (denial of responsibility, denial of injury, and condem-
nation of condemners), but he could not determine whether the rationaliza-
tions were in place before delinquent acts were committed or if they followed 
only as postevent justifi cations.66 In addition, James Coleman discovered that 
white-collar criminals used techniques of neutralization to justify their criminal 
acts. The most common justifi cation they used was “denial of injury,” believ-
ing their actions did not hurt anyone.67 Jim Mitchell and Richard Dodder have 
observed that delinquents use neutralization techniques to rationalize their ille-
gal behavior.68 Shadd Maruna and Heith Copes reported that auto thieves who 
were socially attached were more likely to use neutralization techniques than 
less-attached offenders. In addition, less-attached and more-attached thieves 
used different neutralization techniques. The most frequently used rationaliza-
tions for more-attached thieves were appeal to higher loyalty and denial of vic-
tim; low-attached thieves rationalized their behavior by turning to denial of the 
victim and denial of responsibility.69

  Other criminologists, however, have been unable to fi nd much support for 
Matza’s theory. Michael Hindelang found no support for the idea that juveniles 
use techniques of neutralization. Adolescents who committed crime were more 
likely to accept delinquent behavior than juveniles who were not involved in de-
linquency. Hindelang was also unable to provide support for Matza’s idea that 
delinquents disapprove of delinquency but go along with it only because their 
friends expect them to. Hindelang found that a juvenile’s perceptions of the feel-
ings of his or her friends have almost nothing to do with their decision to com-
mit crime.70 Peggy Giordano also found little support for Matza’s claim that 
delinquents feel they are treated unjustly. In a study comparing delinquents and 
nondelinquents, she concluded that the two groups held similar attitudes.71 

Travis Hirschi

In 1969, Travis Hirschi published Causes of Delinquency, in which he presented 
a detailed analysis of cultural deviance, strain, and social control theories.72 He 
argued that no one should be surprised by delinquency because it is something 
all adolescents will do unless obstacles are thrown in their path. These obsta-
cles are chiefl y attitudes that 
are implanted quite effectively 
in most children but less so in 
others. These others have rela-
tively weak bonds to society; 
their minds are not set fi rmly 
against delinquent activities.
 Hirschi’s version of social 
control theory is called social 
bond theory. A bond describes 
a person’s connection to soci-
ety. It consists of four elements: 
attachment, commitment, in-
volvement, and belief. For every 
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child, each component of the social bond forms its own continuum. When the 
continua are merged, they provide a gauge of how strongly a child is tied to soci-
ety. The stronger the bond, the less likely the youth will commit crime.
  The best predictor of delinquent behavior is a child’s attachments to par-
ents, schools, and peers—the primary agents of socialization. For more than 
40 years, criminologists have examined the relationship between attachment 
and delinquency. Studies from the 1970s to the present have rather consistently 
reported that children who are strongly tied to parents are less likely to become 
delinquent; their positive feelings promote acceptance of the parents’ values and 
beliefs. These children avoid delinquency because such behavior would jeop-
ardize their parents’ affection.73 Interestingly, Trina Hope and her colleagues 
reported that adolescent girls who become pregnant and keep their babies are 
much less likely to commit delinquency than adolescent females who end their 
pregnancies through abortion.74 
  A parallel argument applies to peers. The closer juveniles are tied to their 
peers, the less delinquent they will be—even if their friends sometimes commit 
delinquency. This statement directly contradicts the more reasonable position 
of cultural deviance theory that closeness to delinquents will increase the likeli-
hood of delinquency.75 
  With respect to school attachments, attitudes toward schooling and teach-
ers are an important intervening variable in the relationship between IQ and 
delinquency. Juveniles with high IQs usually receive better grades than do other 
students. Getting better grades makes school a more enjoyable experience; thus, 
youths with better grades like school more than their less-successful peers. Chil-
dren who like school more easily accept, or at least endure, school rules and 
authority and are less likely to commit crime.

Warm, healthy 
family relationships 
build strong bonds, 

which prevent 
delinquency. What 
are some ways that 
fatherhood equips 

children, particularly 
boys, to engage in 

successful endeavors?
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  Belief in the moral validity of law also has been found to reduce the likeli-
hood that a juvenile will commit crime. Hirschi thinks that in the United States 
there is one belief system, and it centers on conventional values. That is, there 
are no subcultures that regard theft and assault as proper and permissible, con-
trary to the claims of cultural deviance and strain theories. Belief in the moral 
validity of law does seem to reduce the likelihood of committing crime.76

  Commitment, unlike attachment, is about success, achievement, and am-
bition rather than respect, admiration, and identifi cation. Recall in strain the-
ory that thwarted ambition causes frustration, which might cause delinquent 
behavior—theft, in particular. Social bond theory proposes that ambition or 
motivation to achieve keeps juveniles on the “straight and narrow” path be-
cause they know getting into trouble will hurt their chances of success. In other 
words, children have a “stake in conformity.” The more time and energy they 
have invested in building an education, a career, or a reputation, the less likely 
they will risk their accomplishments by committing crime. Research examining 
the importance of commitment has reported that children who are more heavily 
invested in conventional activities are less likely to be delinquent.77

  Involvement in conventional activities has been seen as a way of preventing 
delinquency as early as biblical times, when sages counseled, “idle hands are the 
devil’s workshop.” Today such thinking has inspired politicians and city plan-
ners to call for more and better playgrounds and after-school sports programs 
to keep children off the streets. If these facilities are available, children will have 
less time for delinquent pursuits. Unfortunately, involvement does not have as 
much impact on preventing delinquency as other components of the bond to so-
ciety. This is because delinquency is not a full-time job. It requires so little time 
that anyone, no matter how involved they are in conventional activities, can fi nd 
time for delinquency if they want to.78

  Research is generally more supportive of Hirschi than it is critical. Some 
studies, however, have found empirical support for social bonding variables to 
be weak to moderate. For instance, Marvin Krohn and James Massey found 
that commitment is a better predictor of delinquency than either attachment 
or belief.79 Hirschi’s theory also predicts female delinquency better than male 
delinquency and is a better predictor of minor delinquencies than serious of-
fenses.80 Randy LaGrange and Helen White discovered that the infl uence of the 
social bond on delinquency changes over time,81 and Robert Agnew found that 
social bonding variables explain only 1 or 2 percent of future delinquency.82 

David Greenberg also reported that social control variables explain only a small 
amount of the variation and that much of the theory’s appeal pertains to its 
ideological conservatism.83 
  Other concerns raised about Hirschi’s theory have focused on how the dif-
ferent elements of the bond interact with one another. How, for example, do re-
lationships between youths and their parents affect their attitudes about school? 
How do attitudes toward teachers infl uence a child’s future work history or in-
volvement in criminality? How are attachments to the family infl uenced by re-
lationships with peers? It is important for social control theory to do a better 
job of explaining these relationships. Yet, in spite of its shortcomings, Hirschi’s 
theory has inspired others to construct theories of their own. One who has is 
Charles Tittle who developed control balance theory. He explains criminality 
in terms of the ratio between the control imposed on a person by others and 
the control the individual is able to exercise over others.84 What Tittle adds to 
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Hirschi is the idea that people have varying degrees of autonomy or command 
over their lives. Tittle predicts that individuals with either a control defi cit or 
control surplus are most likely to commit crime. Research by Nicole Piquero 
and Alex Piquero testing control balance theory produced mixed support.85 
Similarly, Matt DeLisi and Andrew Hochstetler found that while control imbal-
ances often are able to predict delinquency, they do not always do so as specifi ed 
in the theory.86 

Michael Gottfredson 
and Travis Hirschi

In 1990, Michael Gottfredson 
and Travis Hirschi published a 
theory of crime that departed 
signifi cantly from Hirschi’s 
earlier work. In A General The-
ory of Crime, the child’s self-
control, or lack of self-control, 
took center stage.87 The theory 
is based on Hobbes’ view that 
people are pleasure seeking 
and self-gratifying. They make 
choices based solely on the joy 
they imagine it will bring. Crime is committed because offenders imagine it will 
be gratifying. Matt DeLisi has captured the essence of self-control theory in the 
following anecdote:

Imagine that a female loved-one (e.g., daughter, sister, or mother) has brought 
home her fi ancé. While the fi ancé is in the other room, your loved-one briefl y 
describes his personality and lifestyle. He is sporadically employed and gen-
erally stays at a job for only one to three months. While he has no offi cial 
vocational training, he prefers work in the areas of construction and landscap-
ing. He frequently quits or is fi red because of disagreements with coworkers 
and supervisors. . . . He recurrently collects unemployment benefi ts because he 
chooses to avoid underemployment. For the record, the fi ancé, who described 
school as “not his thing,” did manage to graduate from high school, but found 
his two months in college unrewarding and quit.

Socially, the fi ancé enjoys going to bars and is an enthusiastic drinker. He 
also smokes cigarettes, dabbles recreationally with illicit drugs . . ., prefers to 
eat at fast-food restaurants rather than cook at home, and does not exercise. He 
is frequently bored and annoyed by others’ expectations of him. The fi ancé is 
friendly and only abusive, sullen, or irritable when intoxicated or when “things 
are not going his way.” He has been “common-law married” twice and briefl y 
engaged once before, but your loved-one is confi dent that their impending rela-
tionship is “the one.”88

 Many readers will recognize someone they know as having a profi le similar 
to the fi ancé. What self-control theory is curious about is why this profi le is found 
only in some people. Or to put it differently, why do only some juveniles commit 
crime? Gottfredson and Hirschi think it is because they cannot resist the easy, 
immediate gratifi cation that accompanies crime because they have low self-con-
trol. Children with low self-control are more impulsive, insensitive, physical (as 
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Gottfredson and Hirschi believed that delin-

quents have low self-control that can be traced 

to early childhood experiences. Parents who do 

not supervise their children, who do not rec-

ognize when their children are behaving badly, 

and who do not punish poor behavior promote 

low self-control in their children.
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opposed to mental), and shortsighted. They are also risk-takers with low frustra-
tion tolerance, and therefore are more likely to commit crime. In contrast, chil-
dren with high self-control will be less likely throughout all periods of their lives 
to commit crime. Gottfredson and Hirschi also claim that differences in self-con-
trol account for most of the differences among children in criminal behavior. The 
relationship between self-control and crime is affected only slightly by variables 
that sociologists have typically blamed crime on, such as strain, peer infl uences, 
social bonds, and cultural infl uences. These are overshadowed by self-control or 
are products of self-control. In addition, Gottfredson and Hirschi propose that 
the effects of self-control are similar in every situation because postchildhood 
experiences do not infl uence self-control much if at all. This is because low self-
control is a function of faulty child rearing. Parents help children develop self 
control when they (1) love a child enough to monitor and react to bad behavior, 
(2) supervise the child, (3) recognize naughtiness when it occurs, and (4) punish 
bad behavior. These children become adolescents with the self-control necessary 
to resist easy gratifi cation and develop the will to succeed in school and later in 
the job market (see Figure 6-9).89

  Gottfredson and Hirschi’s theory has been widely tested. Research has ex-
tensively examined the relationship between delinquency and self-control, and 
the theory has received strong support. Measures of self-control have been 
found to be predictive of criminal behavior among criminals and noncriminals, 
college students, juveniles, males and females, and research subjects living out-
side the United States.90 Callie Harbin Burt and her colleagues found that low 
self-control is positively associated with involvement in delinquency.91 David 
Evans and his colleagues reported that self-control was related to “quality of 
family relationships, attachment to church, having criminal associates and val-
ues, educational attainment and occupational status, and residing in a neigh-
borhood perceived to be disorderly.”92 Gottfredson and Hirschi have concluded 
that “throughout the twentieth century, evidence has accumulated that people 
who often lie, cheat, and steal also tend to hit other people; these same people 
often drink, smoke, use drugs, wreck cars, desert their spouses, quit their jobs, 
and come to class late.”93

  However, not all criminologists enthusiastically embrace self-control theory. 
Strong associations between self-control and crime have not been found for all 
categories of people, particularly for serious young offenders and the homeless.94 
Critics contend that a theory that blames crime on ineffective child rearing and 
dismisses the possibility that delinquency is a product of stress and strain (Mer-
ton), culture (Shaw and McKay), learning (Sutherland), or biology is inherently 

figure 6-9 Mapping Delinquency Theory: Michael Gott fredson and Travis Hirschi

Faulty Parenting Low Self-Control Delinquency
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fl awed. John Wright and Kevin Beaver, for example, have been able to show in a 
study of twins that self-control is partially genetically driven regardless of par-
enting styles (see Chapter 10).95 Others, such as Constance Chapple, have been 
unable to fi nd evidence to support Gottfredson and Hirschi’s claim that peer 
groups have little or no infl uence on behavior.96 Not only did Chapple fi nd that 
children with low self-control were more likely to participate in delinquency, 
they also were more likely to be rejected by law-abiding peers, and out of neces-
sity more likely to associate with delinquent peers. For these children it was bet-
ter to have delinquent friends than no friends at all. Additionally, Gottfredson 
and Hirschi pay too little attention to individual differences among children and 
ignore differences in power in relationships between adults and children that 
affect the likelihood of a child’s participating in crime.97 These criticisms aside, 
and if we assume just for the moment that Gottfredson and Hirschi are correct, 
delinquency may be inevitable. If low self-control is internalized early in life, 
even before a child starts school, there may not be much the juvenile and crimi-
nal justice systems can do to overcome what has already been done.98

JUVENILE JUSTICE POLICY IMPLICATIONS

The purpose of policies based on these theories is to change the relationship be-
tween the child and his or her environment. Most public policies for preventing 
delinquency include components from multiple theoretical perspectives. There 
are few, if any, programs that are based entirely on one point of view. 

Cultural Deviance Theory

Shaw and McKay and Miller believe neighborhoods are largely responsible 
for crime. The most comprehensive policy application of their theories is the 
Chicago Area Project (CAP) that began in 1931. The purpose of the CAP is to 
mobilize residents of high-crime neighborhoods to attack delinquency in three 
ways: direct service, advocacy, and community involvement. Community resi-
dents work with CAP offi cials to keep children out of trouble, help them when 
they get into trouble, and keep the neighborhood clean. Research assessing the 
CAP has reported it is effective for reducing the incidence and prevalence of 
delinquency. Other programs have spawned from the CAP, including Neighbor-
hood Watch, Operation Weed and Seed (a federal program to combat violent 
crime, drug use, and gang activity in high-crime neighborhoods), and commu-
nity-oriented policing (see Chapter 13).99

 Sutherland’s theory also has had a major impact on delinquency preven-
tion. Most notable of the programs based on his theory are “detached worker 
programs,” which place law-abiding workers into gang settings to counsel gang 
members about their behavior before they commit crime. Other popular appli-
cations include mentoring programs, where at-risk children are paired with law-
abiding citizens who serve as positive role models for the child and the rating 
systems for fi lms, music, and television. All policies based on cultural deviance 
theory share the common goal of changing a child’s social environment in ways 
that make it easier for the youth to be mainstreamed into society.

Some criminologists 

believe children with low 

self-control are more 

likely to commit crime. 

What does this suggest 

about the chances of 

rehabilitation or positive 

change for delinquents? 

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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Strain Theory

Programs that reduce stress and frustration prevent delinquency. Children must 
be provided with legitimate opportunities to achieve success. In the 1960s many 
delinquency prevention programs were based on these assumptions. They pro-
vided the impetus for a reform package spearheaded by Presidents John F. Ken-
nedy and Lyndon B. Johnson. Among the Great Society reforms were a wide 
range of social programs, which included Project Head Start for preschool chil-
dren, job training programs for adults, and fi nancial assistance for students in 
postsecondary and higher education. Of these programs, Head Start is the most 
widely known.
 Put into operation in 1965, Head Start may be the only antipoverty pro-
gram embraced by both conservatives and liberals. It is a comprehensive child-
development program that serves children from birth to age 5, as well as preg-
nant women and their families. A child-focused program, it has the overall goal 
of increasing the school readiness of young children in low-income families. 
Head Start teachers provide children with a variety of learning experiences that 
are appropriate to their age and development. Children are encouraged to read 
books, appreciate cultural diversity, express their feelings in appropriate ways, 
and learn how to play and interact with their classmates. Today, Head Start has 
an annual budget in excess of $6 billion, and nearly one million children are 
enrolled in its programs throughout the United States.
  For years it was arguable whether Head Start was effective. Then, in 2002, 
results from a seven-year national evaluation of the Early Head Start program 
provided evidence that showed 3-year-old children completing the program per-
formed better in cognitive and language development than those not participat-
ing. The children also developed behavior patterns that prepared them for suc-
cess in school, such as engaging in tasks, paying attention, and showing less 
aggression. Parents in Early Head Start showed more positive parenting behav-
ior, reported less physical punishment, and did more to help their children learn 
at home through activities such as reading to them.100 In short, the Head Start 
program prepares children for school and has a positive impact on their social 
development. 

Social Control Theory

Social control theory is responsible for a variety of delinquency prevention pro-
grams. The programs aim to reattach children to their parents, schools, and 
community by involving them in conventional and prosocial activities. These 
programs require parents to become active participants in children’s lives. There 
are several popular programs based on this model. The Police Athletic League 
(PAL), for instance, offers children positive experiences with police and other 
youths.
 An offshoot of the PAL is the Midnight Basketball League (MBL)—a pro-
gram that provides young males in lower-class neighborhoods an opportunity 
to play the game of basketball to stay out of trouble. The only difference be-
tween the MBL and normal basketball is the MBL is played between 10 p.m. 
and 2 a.m., when young inner city males are most vulnerable to the drug cul-
ture, crime, and other negative activities. There is partial evidence that the MBL 

In West Palm Beach, 

Florida, police installed 

stereo systems that play 

classical music 24 hours 

per day in high-crime 

neighborhoods. Since the 

policy was implemented, 

crime has decreased. 

Does this example 

demonstrate that 

neighborhoods and their 

delinquency rates can 

be altered by ecological 

change? Why or why not? 

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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is successful. In Atlanta, police records show the MBL has helped to reduce 
inner city crime by 40 percent. One reason is that before each game all players 
must attend a one-hour workshop on topics focusing on job interview skills, fi -
nancial management, AIDS/HIV awareness, drug and alcohol abuse prevention, 
confl ict resolution, and entrepreneurship. Any player who does not attend the 
workshop cannot play.101

 A third important program is offered by the Boys and Girls Clubs of Amer-
ica, a network of more than 2,600 clubs serving more than 3.2 million school-
age children. The clubs provide at-risk youths with guidance, discipline, and 
values from caring adults who serve as mentors, along with educational support, 
increased awareness of career options, and assistance for setting goals. A three-
year assessment of the Boys and Girls Club programs has confi rmed that the clubs 
have had a signifi cant impact on reducing juvenile crime (reduced by 13 percent), 
drug activity (reduced by 22 percent), and the usage of crack cocaine (reduced by 
25 percent).102 
 The self-control theory of Gottfredson and Hirschi does not as clearly lend 
itself to the development of public policy. Most delinquency prevention policies 
are derived from cultural deviance and strain theories. These theories rely on 
the deterrent and incapacitation functions of the juvenile justice system. The as-
sumptions of popular crime-fi ghting strategies that focus on severity of response, 
such as “Three Strikes and You’re Out,” are not likely to be effective because 
“individual differences in predisposition are established prior to involvement” 
in delinquency.103 In contrast, self-control theory calls for the implementation 
of early childhood interventions. What is needed are programs that strive to 
alter the course of these dispositions, such as assisting single mothers to pro-
vide capable care for their children. One program whose goals compliment self-
control theory is “The Incredible Years: Parents, Teachers, and Children Training

What is the purpose 
of programs like 

Head Start? Does the 
very existence of such 

a program validate 
the theoretical ideas 
of cultural deviance, 

strain, and social 
control theorists?
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Series.” The parent-training curriculum of this series, designed for parents of 
children ages 3 to 12, focuses on strengthening parents’ monitoring and disci-
plinary skills and building their confi dence. The curriculum includes an 11-week
basic program that uses video tapes depicting real-life situations. Parents meet 
in groups and cover topics such as Helping Children Learn, The Value of Praise 
and Encouragement, Effective Limit Setting, and Handling Misbehavior (see 
Chapter 10).104 Some evidence suggests that early childhood prevention pro-
grams improve self-control and make delinquency less likely. 

This chapter has reviewed theories from three schools of sociological thought. 
Cultural deviance theory was the fi rst to reject biological and psychological 
theories. These theories shifted attention to considering the role of the environ-
ment in delinquency, particularly the child’s neighborhood. Strain theory distin-
guished itself by claiming that there is no unique lower-class culture. There is 
one culture in the United States, and it emphasizes wealth and status. However, 
not every person is able to achieve success because the legitimate means to it are 
restricted to the middle and upper classes. Thus, lower-class children are more 
likely to give up chasing these goals or go about achieving them in illegal ways. 
In contrast, according to social control theory, children are amoral, and without 
controls on their behavior, they will commit crime. These theories ask: Why do 
some children conform? They answer the question in a variety of ways. Delin-
quency might be explained in terms of a child’s self-concept; his or her bond to 
parents, school, or peers; or the quality of parenting he or she has received. In 
the next chapter, critical theories of delinquency are discussed. These theories 
examine power differences among people and explain how differences in power 
might produce delinquency.

Bond The glue that connects a child to society.

Collective effi cacy Mutual trust among neighbors combined with willingness to intervene 

on behalf of the common good, specifi cally to supervise children and maintain public 

order.

Cultural transmission The process through which criminal values are transmitted from one 

generation to the next.

Differential social organization Neighborhoods are differentially organized.

Ecology fallacy Error in thinking that occurs when neighborhood-level data are used to 

draw conclusions about individual residents.

Focal concerns The primary values that monopolize lower-class consciousness.

Middle-class measuring rod The standards used by teachers to assign status to students.

Techniques of neutralization Rationalizations used to explain criminality.
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B
ecause children are relatively powerless, they are subject to being 
labeled by adults who wield greater power. It has been argued that 
society might produce delinquents and their delinquency through 
“a process of tagging, defi ning, identifying, segregating, describing, 
emphasizing, and evoking the very traits that are complained of. . . . 
The person becomes the thing he [or she] is described as being.” 1 

The theories discussed in this chapter explore the nature of the labeling process, 
the role of confl ict, differential power, and infl uence in creating and enforcing 
the criminal law and the consequences of how adults exert power over children. 

LABELING THEORY

The labeling perspective has a rich tradition in sociology, and its conceptual 
and theoretical foundation can be traced to the writings of symbolic interac-
tion theorists. The labeling perspective borrows heavily from Charles Horton 
Cooley, George Herbert Mead, and W.I. Thomas. At the heart of labeling theory 
is the idea that in their everyday lives children are bombarded with different 
cues and clues regarding how others perceive them (Mead). Through role-playing 
(Cooley) and defi ning situations (Thomas), adolescents become keenly aware of 
the meanings of symbols and gestures that other children and adults use to pro -
ject labels onto them.2 Labeling theory thus assumes that social control (label-
ing) creates deviance when adolescents attach to themselves negative labels re-
garding their relation to others. 
 Labeling theory is not so concerned with individual traits (see Chapter 5) 
or environmental infl uences (see Chapter 6) that might instigate initial deviant 
acts. Instead it focuses on the stigmatizing effects of the juvenile justice system 
upon those who are labeled delinquent. The focal point of labeling theory is on 
the power of the social response, especially in the form of formal social control, 
to produce delinquent behavior. Its aim is to understand how publicly or offi -
cially “labeling someone as a delinquent might result in the person becoming the 
very thing he [or she] is described as being.” 3 In Box 7-1 there is a brief discus-
sion of how labeling might have contributed to Willie Bosket becoming one of 
New York State’s most dangerous prisoners.

Frank Tannenbaum

One early expression of the 
labeling perspective is found 
in Frank Tannenbaum’s 1938 
book, Crime and the Commu-
nity. Tannenbaum rejected the 
dualistic fallacy—the idea that 
delinquents and nondelinquents 
are two fundamentally differ-
ent types of people. According 
to Tannenbaum, criminologists 
previously believed undesirable 
qualities, such as atavistic 

theor y  in  a  nutshel l
Frank Tannenbaum

For Tannenbaum, delinquents are actually 

well-adjusted people. Delinquent behavior is 

behavior so labeled by adults in a community. 

Adults, who have more power than children, 

are able to have children labeled “delinquent.” 

Once children are labeled delinquent, they be-

come delinquent.
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A
t the age of 26, Willie Bosket stabbed 
prison guard Earl Porter in the visiting 
room at Shawangunk state prison in 

New York. At his trial for the attempted mur-
der of the guard, Willie explained his violent 
behavior as a direct product of having been 
labeled a delinquent at an early age and be-
ing institutionalized in the state’s juvenile and 
adult correctional systems for most of his life. 
Acting as his own defense counsel, he stated 
to the jury: “Willie Bosket has been incarcer-
ated since he was nine years old and was 
raised by his surrogate mother, the criminal 
justice system. . . . This being the case, Bo-
sket is only a monster created by the system 
he now haunts.” It is a strong claim for the ef-
fects of labeling. However, in Willie’s case it is 
diffi cult to disentangle the causes and effects 
of the labels.

At age 6, Willie was already a troublemaker 
in school, throwing temper tantrums, hitting 
teachers, fi ghting with other students, and 
playing hooky. When he was 8 years old and 
in second grade, he threw a typewriter out of 
a school window, nearly hitting a pregnant 
teacher. By 9 years of age, Willie was experi-
menting with sex with neighbor girls. Police 
reports on Willie at the time included purse 
snatching, auto theft, threatening other chil-
dren with a knife, and setting a number of 
fi res; most of his crimes were never reported 
to the police. His fi rst appearance in Family 
Court came as the result of his mother fi ling a 
PINS (Person in Need of Supervision) petition, 
which at that time was a status offense. The 
judge ordered Willie placed at the Wiltwyck 
School for Boys.

Over the next few years, Willie’s disruptive 
and violent behavior led him to be moved from 
institution to institution, including both psychi-
atric and correctional facilities. At age 11 he 
was sent to the Highland School for Children 

where he was soon punished for throwing a 
chair at another boy and attacking a supervi-
sor with a broom.

At age 14, Willie’s placement expired and 
he was sent home. Over the next few months 
he was arrested fi ve times, mostly for minor 
robberies and burglaries, but he received no 
serious sanctions for any of the crimes. Ac-
cording to Fox Butterfi eld, “by age 15, Willie 
claimed that he had committed two thousand 
crimes, including two hundred armed robber-
ies and twenty-fi ve stabbings.” Three months 
after Willie turned 15, he went on a robbing 
and killing spree in the New York subways, 
resulting in the murder of two subway pas-
sengers and the serious wounding of a motor-
man. Although Willie was only 15 years old, 
the judge sentenced him to the maximum 
allowed under the current state law: commit-
ment to an initial period of fi ve years with the 
Division of Youth Services, and then a trans-
fer to the adult system until he turned 21. 
Willie was eventually convicted of assault as 
an adult and sentenced to prison where ad-
ditional assaults on guards resulted in his 
being convicted as a habitual offender, which 
carried a sentence of 25 years to life.

Labeling theory argues that labeling 
individuals causes problematic behavior. The 
person becomes, as Tannenbaum suggests, 
the thing he or she has been described as 
being, and according to Lemert, labeling, 
processing, and institutionalizing individuals 
only promotes recidivism. Is Willie Bosket a 
monster created by the juvenile justice system? 
Or was the labeling and offi cial processing 
of Willie only a response to his violent 
behavior?

Source: Fox Butterfi eld, All God’s Children: The Bosket Fam-

ily and the American Tradition of Violence (New York: Harper 

Perennial, 1996). 

The Case of Willie Bosket
A  W I N D O W  O N  D E L I N Q U E N C Yb o x  7 - 1
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physical features (Lombroso) and intellectual inferiority (Goddard), led to 
antisocial behavior. However, Tannenbaum rejected these notions and instead 
argued delinquents are rather well adjusted to their social groups.
 Tannenbaum believed that delinquent activity begins as random play or ad-
venture. Children do not think of their play as constituting delinquency, but a 
play group may later evolve into a delinquent gang as a result of confl ict between 
the group and the community. Adults in the community might be annoyed with 
the group, which may be seen as playing music too loud, and then try to subdue 
or crush it. This usually fails, however, and the children become more defi ant, 
turning to fellow gang members for support. When confl ict between a gang and 
community occurs, both sides resort to name-calling. Adults call the youths’ 
activity “delinquent” or “evil” and insist that the activity should no longer be 
tolerated. According to Tannenbaum:

There is a gradual shift from the defi nition of the specifi c act as evil to a defi ni-
tion of the individual as evil, so that all his acts come to be looked upon with 
suspicion. In the process of identifi cation, . . . all his conduct, the personality 
itself, becomes subject to scrutiny and question. . . . He [the child] has gone 

William Bosket is 
a career criminal. 

Prior to his arrest for 
double homicide at 
age 15, Bosket had 

committed hundreds 
of armed robberies 

and 25 stabbings. Do 
such violent juvenile 

offenders deserve 
compassion from the 
juvenile and criminal 

justice systems?
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slowly from a sense of grievance and injustice to a recognition that the defi -
nition of him as a human being is different from that of other boys. . . . The 
young delinquent becomes bad because he is not believed if he is good.4 (Italics 
added.)

 Thus, calling a child “delinquent” makes it more likely that he or she will 
accept the description and live up to it. Labeling and stereotyping lead children 
to isolate themselves from the rest of the community and to associate with oth-
ers similarly identifi ed. Tannenbaum believes that the community expects the la-
beled youth to act according to the label and is unlikely to believe that the child 
has turned over a new leaf regardless of the individual’s efforts at change. This 
process is illustrated in Figure 7-1.

Edwin Lemert

Edwin Lemert developed the ideas of primary and secondary deviation. Pri-
mary deviation is deviance that everyone engages in occasionally; it is “rational-
ized, or otherwise dealt with as [part of] a socially acceptable role. Under such 
circumstances, normal and [deviant] behaviors remain strange and somewhat 
tensional bedfellows in the same person.” This can change, however, and the 
person may step into a deviant or delinquent role. This role and the person’s 
defi nition of himself or herself as a delinquent are affected by several factors: 
(1) how much delinquency the person commits, (2) how visible such acts are to 
the community, (3) how serious others’ reactions are, and (4) how aware the 
delinquent is of their reaction. If the delinquency is highly visible and societal 
reaction is very obvious and negative, the youth will see himself or herself dif-
ferently and it will be diffi cult for the person to hold onto past self-images and 
roles. The youth must choose new roles, which may be more or less deviant than 
the old ones. If the roles are more deviant, the adolescent has reached the stage 
Lemert calls secondary deviation:

When a person begins to employ his deviant behavior or a role based upon 
it as a means of defense, attack, or adjustment to the overt and covert prob-
lems created by . . . societal reaction to him, his deviation is secondary. Ob-
jective evidence of the new role, in clothes, speech, posture, and manner-
isms, which in some cases heighten social visibility, serve as symbolic cues to 
professionalization. 

figure 7-1 Mapping Delinquency Theory: Labeling Theory

Original
Delinquent

Act

Label
Applied

A Delinquent
Self-Image

Future
Delinquency
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226 s e c t i o n  2 Explaining Delinquency

 Secondary deviation involves a long process, a dynamic relationship between 
the person’s deviation and society’s reaction to it. If the adolescent is eventually 
stigmatized, efforts to control him or her will shift from informal to formal le-
gal ones, and the youth will be redefi ned as delinquent:

The sequence of interaction leading to secondary deviation is roughly as fol-
lows: (1) primary deviation; (2) social penalties; (3) further primary deviation; 
(4) stronger penalties and rejections; (5) further deviations . . . ; (6) crisis reached 
in the tolerance quotient, expressed in formal action by the community stigma-
tizing of the deviant; (7) strengthening of the deviant conduct as a reaction to 
the stigmatizing and penalties; and (8) ultimate acceptance of deviant social sta-
tus and . . . the associated role.5

 Lemert says that not all youths labeled “delinquent” accept this role; how 
receptive they are to such a label depends on their social class. If a youth comes 
from a family in which the parents are poor, he or she is more likely to accept 
the assigned delinquent role, especially if either parent is an alcoholic. This oc-
curs because the “close identifi cation between parents and children in our cul-
ture means that the status and self-conceptions of family members are readily 
transferred to children.” Also, lower-class parents may be frustrated by their 
situation and disturbed by inner confl icts. They may be quick to label their chil-
dren “bad” or “worthless,” overreacting to qualities in their children that re-
mind them of traits they despise in themselves. This leads them to reject their 
children and, when trouble occurs, turn them over to community agencies such 
as the juvenile court. Once the child arrives in juvenile court, the individual’s 
character and deviant behavior are redefi ned by the court and related agencies:

Court hearings, home investigations by social workers, clinical visit, segrega-
tion within the school system and other formal dispositions of deviants under 
the aegis of public welfare or public protection in many instances are cause for 
dramatic redefi nitions of the 
self and role of deviants.6

 Lemert believes that hav-
ing a juvenile court record for-
mally establishes a child’s sta-
tus as a deviant and segregates 
the child from the community. 
Jail experience and contacts 
advance this process, further 
ensuring that the juvenile will 
develop a self-concept as truly 
delinquent. Lemert takes it for 
granted that institutions fail to 
rehabilitate. He believes, rather, 
that they promote the opposite: 
recidivism.

Howard Becker

In the 1960s, there was a new intellectual ferment. A charismatic young presi-
dent named John F. Kennedy entered the White House, and there was a renewed 
and energized focus on civil rights, followed by student protests a few years 

theor y  in  a  nutshel l 
Edwin Lemert

Lemert focused on the process whereby ju-

veniles come to defi ne themselves as delin-

quents. This process involves initial minor acts 

of delinquency (primary deviance) followed 

by negative social responses, further primary 

deviance, stronger penalties, more serious 

deviance, formal action by authorities, and 

eventual acceptance of the delinquent label 

(secondary deviance).
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later. In sociology, labeling theory assumed new prominence and popularity; it 
was antiestablishment, liberal, unconventional, and “hip.” Its guru was Howard 
Becker, who achieved fame with two books, Outsiders and The Other Side.7

 Becker began by attacking traditional criminologists, claiming that their 
research was fl awed because it centered on the question: Why do they do it? 
Criminologists assume such a question is answerable because rule breaking is 
inherently deviant, and some characteristic of rule breakers makes them do it. In 
other words, it is assumed that they are a particular kind of person. Becker dis-
agreed, and he also suggested that criminologists often adopt the values of those 
in control, those who make the decisions about who is deviant and who should 
be institutionalized. Criminologists, in other words, play a part in the oppres-
sion of children. 
 Deviants are not a homogeneous group. As a result, criminologists study 
people who have little in common. Becker was thus curious to know how people 
acquire their labels, suggesting that whether an activity is “deviant” depends on 
how people react to it, not on the nature of the activity itself. That is, behavior 
is neither moral nor immoral in and of itself. Rules are not always enforced 
regularly or consistently; some are even allowed to lapse completely.
 Next, Becker considered the process of becoming deviant. The fi rst step is 
to commit a deviant act (even if it is unintentional). The juvenile may have no 
idea that others consider what he or she did as being “deviant.” The next step is 
getting caught—which puts the spotlight on the person and his or her behavior. 
Now the youth acquires a new status or label such as a “slut,” “mental,” or “ju-
venile delinquent.” The labeled 
person is presumed to be likely 
to engage in deviant behaviors 
repeatedly. Police will round up 
suspects (including this person) 
if a similar act occurs in the 
community at some later time. 
People expect the delinquent 
to commit other offenses, too. 
Thus, the stigma, which is a 
negative label, becomes gener-
alized so that juveniles accused 
of one kind of deviance, such as 
vandalism, are also expected to 
lie, cheat, and steal.
 This can lead to delin-
quency becoming a master status, that is, “a status that takes precedence over all 
other statuses or characteristics of the individual.”8 The status of “delinquent” 
will carry the greatest weight in the minds of others (see Chapter 1). This may 
be self-fulfi lling. The juvenile labeled “delinquent” may not be heavily involved 
or interested in delinquency but may feel pressured because of labeling to sever 
ties with conventional people and turn to illegal activities to survive. The label 
may also cause conventional people to sever ties with the youth. Thus, deviance 
becomes a consequence of other people’s reactions, not a simple continuation of 
the original deviant act.
 The fi nal step in the process is for the delinquent to join an organized group 
or gang. Gang members know how to rationalize delinquency; for example, they 

theor y  in  a  nutshel l 
Howard Becker

Becker believed that acquiring a label depends 

on how other people react to the behavior and 

not the behavior itself. Becker saw the process 

of becoming a deviant in terms of a series of 

stages that lead to the person’s deviance be-

coming a master status, that feature of the 

person that is most important to him or her as 

well as to others.
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may regard their victims as unworthy people (con artists call their victims “suck-
ers”). Within the gang, delinquents learn reasons to continue their participation 
in delinquency, and tips on how to commit acts and avoid capture are passed 
along to others. (Recall the discussion of Matza’s techniques of neutralization 
in Chapter 6.)

Edwin Schur

Edwin Schur has made a number of signifi cant contributions to labeling theory, 
most notably through his analysis of the labeling process and his recommenda-
tions for reducing juvenile delinquency through radical nonintervention.9 Ac-
cording to Schur, the labeling process involves stereotyping, retrospective inter-
pretation, and negotiation. Stereotyping of youths is rampant in juvenile courts, 
with offi cials typing youths taken into custody in ways that best fi t the minimal 
information available. For example, a youth from a single-parent family may be 
viewed as unlikely to be given adequate supervision and control at home, and 
would be best served by being institutionalized. Retrospective interpretation is 
the process of reinterpreting the child’s past behavior in an entirely new light 
on the basis of new information. Sociologist Erving Goffman thinks that ret-
rospective interpretation frequently occurs when psychologists or psychiatrists 
evaluate children they believe have a mental illness. According to Goffman, “Al-
most anyone’s life course could yield up enough denigrating facts to provide 
grounds for the record’s justifi cation of commitment.”10 Schur suggests that the 
juvenile justice system is particularly susceptible to inappropriate reinterpreta-
tion of youths because of the “vagueness with which delinquency and alleged 
predispositions to delinquency are defi ned.” When examined with a cynical eye, 
almost every child’s background has something that may suggest future trouble 
and delinquency. The juvenile justice system generally avoids the kind of plea 
bargaining or negotiation that occurs in the adult criminal court, perhaps be-
cause juveniles have little power or infl uence. The paternalistic philosophy of the 
juvenile court assumes that the judge and probation offi cer have the child’s best 
interest in mind when making a decision. With so much discretionary power, 
however, court offi cials can be quite arbitrary, basing judgments on irrelevant 
and biased considerations (see Chapters 1 and 14). Schur contends that the in-
ability of youths to negotiate 
effectively makes it more likely 
that they will be easily cast into 
a delinquent status, one that 
becomes a crucial part of their 
identities and increasingly dif-
fi cult to disavow. Many people 
believe that “once a delinquent, 
always a delinquent.” 
 Schur takes a rather toler-
ant view of delinquency by ar-
guing that most of it is insig-
nifi cant and benign instead of 
violent, aggressive, or harm-
ful to other people. Therefore, 
punishment is unnecessary, as 

theor y  in  a  nutshel l 
Edwin Schur

Schur thought that the best we can do for 

children is to leave them alone. In his idea of 

radical nonintervention, he emphasized three 

elements of the labeling process: stereotyp-

ing, retrospective interpretation, and negotia-

tion. As these three elements work together to 

get the adolescent caught up in the deviant 

role, that role becomes increasingly diffi cult to 

disavow.

Whose interests are 

best served by radical 

nonintervention policies? 

Is it more important 

to protect delinquents 

from a deviant label or 

to protect society from 

delinquency?

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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are most delinquency laws. These laws are actually counterproductive, produc-
ing more delinquency than they deter. Society should permit the widest possible 
diversity of behavior and not require individuals to adapt to certain standards. 
Only very serious violations should be brought to the attention of the courts. If 
juveniles are adjudicated delinquent, they should not be committed to correc-
tional facilities but rather diverted to a less coercive and stigmatizing program. 
Schur’s call for this policy of radical nonintervention is very simple: Leave chil-
dren alone whenever possible.

John Braithwaite

While most labeling theorists believe that societal reaction to deviance contrib-
utes to further and often more serious involvement in delinquency, some critics 
argue that reacting to deviance will prevent or deter it. Ronald Akers and Chris-
tine Sellers have noted:

Societal reaction to some deviance may actually prevent an individual from en-
gaging in further deviant behavior. Applying a stigmatizing label and sanctions 
may have as much the intended consequence of deterring norm or law violation 
as the unintended consequence of fostering further violations.11 

 In his extension of labeling theory, John Braithwaite explores the nature and 
impact of shaming. There are two types of shaming: (1) disintegrative shaming 
and (2) reintegrative shaming. Disintegrative shaming is a form of negative la-
beling by the juvenile justice system consistent with traditional labeling notions 
that tends to stigmatize and exclude targeted youths, thereby tossing them into 
a “class of outcasts.” For a juvenile marked as a delinquent or predelinquent, 
legitimate avenues to membership in conventional society are severely restricted. 
As a result, the juvenile will likely turn to others similarly situated, and collec-
tively they develop a delinquent subculture or gang. Reintegrative shaming, on 
the other hand, involves expressions of community disapproval, ranging from 
mild chastisement to formal sanctions by the court, followed by indications of 
forgiveness and reacceptance into the community of responsible law-abiders. 
The emphasis is upon a condemnation of the act rather than the actor:

There is a stick followed by a carrot, condemnation followed by community re-
sponses aimed at binding the offender to the social order. In this case, shaming 
has two faces: It makes certain that the inappropriateness of the misconduct is 
known to the offender and to all observers, and it presents an opportunity to 
restore the offender to membership in the group.12 

 Braithwaite offers a thoughtful reformulation of the labeling perspective. 
His central proposition is that reintegrative shaming will reduce future offend-
ing, while disintegrative shaming will increase the possibility of future delin-
quency. A testament to Braithwaite’s theory is that it is among the most empiri-
cally tested of labeling theories, although there has been mixed support. In an 
initial test, Toni Makkai and John Braithwaite examined changes in compli-
ance with regulations by nursing homes in Australia and found support for the 
theory.13 Carter Hay examined the effects of perceived reintegrative shaming 
used in parental disciplining on self-reported delinquency among American high 
school students. Contrary to what Makkai and Braithwaite reported, Hay found 
that reintegrative shaming in parental disciplining had only a negligible impact 
on future delinquency.14 

Do some delinquents 

deserve to be shamed 

and ostracized because 

of their illegal behavior? 

Isn’t it helpful for society 

to have a “class of 

outcasts” as a stern 

reminder of what is 

appropriate and lawful 

behavior?

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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 Jon Vagg surveyed 2,280 youths from Hong Kong and found that disinte-
grative shaming in which delinquents were swiftly punished and stigmatized was 
very effective as a method of social control. In practice, Hong Kong society pre-
ferred disintegrative rather than reintegrative shaming.15 Similar fi ndings on the 
effects of shaming on recidivism were produced from respondents in Iceland.16 
Using data from respondents in Russia, Ekaterina Botchkovar and Charles Tit-
tle found that shaming of any sort, reintegrative or disintegrative, had negative 
consequences.17 Lening Zhang and Sheldon Zhang explored the relationship 
between reintegrative shaming and predatory forms of delinquency using a na-
tional sample of youths. Consistent with the theory, they hypothesized that par-
ent and peer disapproval of delinquent behavior and forgiveness of the transgres-
sor would contribute to lower delinquency. The fi ndings were mixed. Parental 
forgiveness and peer shaming reduced the likelihood of predatory delinquency. 
However, peer forgiveness signifi cantly increased the likelihood of predatory 
delinquency.18

 Braithwaite’s theory has also found its way into criminal justice practice. For 
instance, many jurisdictions have developed drug courts to process offenders who 
have substance abuse problems but minimal other criminal history. By avoiding 
traditional criminal courts, drug offenders can focus on treatment and rehabilita-
tion and avoid potentially stigmatizing labels that arise from criminal prosecu-
tion. Terance Miethe and his colleagues evaluated the effectiveness of drug courts 
in Las Vegas as it relates to reintegrative shaming. Their fi ndings were contrary to 
the theory. Persons processed in drug courts had signifi cantly higher recidivism 
rates than comparable defendants who were prosecuted in traditional criminal 
courts.19 Lawrence Sherman and his colleagues conducted experiments among 
Australian offenders that applied reintegrative shaming principles to 1,300 vio-
lent offenders, drunk drivers, adolescent property offenders, and shoplifters. 
The offenders were randomly assigned to traditional court or to reintegrative 
conferences as a formal response to their crime. The reintegrative conferences 
signifi cantly reduced recidivism among violent offenders and drunk drivers but 
not among the other two groups.20 Finally, Kenneth Jensen and Stephen Gibbons 
reported that shame is a powerful emotion that can help serious delinquents, 
even career criminals, to repudiate their criminal lifestyle, desist from crime, and 
re-join conventional society.21

Evaluation of Labeling Theory

Research testing the core assumptions of the labeling perspective has produced 
mixed results. In support of labeling theory are a number of studies that have re-
ported on the impact of formal sanctions on delinquency. Many of these studies 
have concluded that juveniles who are formally processed through the juvenile 
justice system and who have formal contact with other social control agents 
are more likely to report greater delinquency than those who have not.22 For 
instance, Jon Bernburg and his colleagues studied the effects of juvenile justice 
intervention on subsequent delinquency among youths in the Rochester Youth 
Development Study. Controlling for relevant factors such as gender, race, pov-
erty, substance use, delinquency, and gang membership, youths who had been 
processed and labeled by the juvenile justice system were more likely than other 
youths to continue to commit crime. Further, youths who were labeled had in-
creased gang involvement and association with delinquent peers. In other words, 
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the tarnishing effects of the juvenile justice system only worsened the antisocial 
behavior of adolescents who were labeled.23 Identical results were produced in a 
study of delinquent boys in Iowa. Boys who were involved in the criminal justice 
system associated with more delinquent peers, had higher recidivism rates, and 
became more antisocial as a result of their delinquent label.24 
 It has been argued that higher recidivism rates among juveniles processed 
by the juvenile or criminal justice system makes sense because these are the very 
types of delinquents that are the most violent, dangerous, and recidivistic (see 
Chapter 15). In other words, the labeling effects shown by system intervention 
could refl ect selection bias in the types of adolescent offenders that are studied. 
A recent study suggests, however, that the negative labeling effects of criminal 
justice intervention are real. David Myers compared 494 violent youths, some of 
whom were prosecuted as adults and some as juveniles, and controlled for sev-
eral factors pertaining to the criminality or dangerousness of the juveniles. Even 
with these controls, youths processed as adults had higher recidivism rates than 
youths processed as adolescents.25

 In research examining the impact of informal sanctions on a juvenile’s iden-
tity, David Ward and Charles Tittle concluded that the application of informal 
sanctions “signifi cantly affects the likelihood that an offender will develop a 
deviant identity and that such identities signifi cantly affect the likelihood of re-
cidivism.”26 Support for this position has been reported by both Karen Heimer 
and Ross Matsueda who discovered that delinquency is produced by interactions 
between the youth and a referenced delinquent group or conventional others, 
such as parents, in which such factors as motives, norms, attitudes, and gestures 
coalesce into self-refl ected delinquent identity.27 Heimer has also argued that 
structural gender inequality affects the meaning that actors give to themselves, 
situations, and behaviors, such as delinquency. A youth’s defi nition of a situa-
tion as favorable or unfavorable to delinquency is affected by signifi cant others 
and reference groups he or she considers in the process of role taking, and these 
others and groups are shaped by the youth’s gender. According to Heimer, the 
delinquency gender gap “emerges in part because inequality teaches girls to ex-
press their motivations through behavior that differs from that of boys.”28 In 
short, the meaning of behavior varies across gender. These observations regard-
ing role-taking behavior may also apply to boys. Dawn Bartusch and Ross Mat-
sueda reported that the negative effects of informal labels are greater for boys 
than for girls, especially for boys with strong self-identities as males.29 Mike Ad-
ams and his colleagues discovered that informal labeling by teachers and peers 
had a more signifi cant impact on the child’s self-conception than formal labeling 
by police or the juvenile court. Being sent to the principal’s offi ce or shunned by 
peers also has a greater impact on the child’s self-concept than the actions of his 
or her parents.30 Indeed, informal social control and the various “labels” that 
parents, friends, neighbors, and other relatives affi x to youths can affect their 
conduct.31 
 However, other studies have not found support for the claims of labeling 
theory. There are two major criticisms of the labeling perspective: (1) The theory 
disregards the actual behavior of the deviant and instead focuses on the image of 
the deviant being coerced by the labeling process, and (2) the key concepts of the 
theory are vague and imprecise making it diffi cult to empirically validate its core 
propositions.32 Charles Thomas and Donna Bishop, for instance, reported no ev-
idence for the idea that sanctioning offenders pushes them toward acceptance of 
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a deviant label.33 Steven Burkett and Carol Hickman found that offi cial process-
ing of youths charged with marijuana offenses affected changes in girls’ identi-
ties but not boys, although the identity changes in the girls did not lead to future 
delinquency.34 Jack Foster and his colleagues concluded that youths who had 
been offi cially labeled did not feel it made much of a difference. Labeling, in other 
words, did not have much impact on their self-concept or what they thought was 
possible to achieve.35 When John Hepburn compared offi cial delinquents with 
nondelinquents, he found that arrest record had no direct infl uence on self-con-
cept.36 Finally, some research has produced fi ndings opposite of what labeling 
theory predicts. It has been reported that youths sent to juvenile court have lower 
rates of future delinquency than those handled less severely.37 To put it differently 
formal intervention decreased the likelihood of future offending. 

Juvenile Justice Policy Applications

One fairly consistent fi nding from research on labeling is that offi cial labels pro-
duce a negative effect when applied to not-so-serious offenders. Offi cial or for-
mal labeling does not have much of an impact on more serious delinquents. In the 
minds of these youths, the offi cial label may be just one facet of their life to which 
they have become acclimated. Labeling theory also suggests that formal interven-
tion by the juvenile justice system only instills a deviant self-identifi cation and 
thereby increases delinquency. The logical policy implications of labeling theory 
are to either (1) ignore delinquent acts, (2) react informally, diverting the indi-
vidual away from the juvenile justice system, or (3) bring the offender, victim, 
and community together to “right the wrong” and to restore justice. Whatever 
the juvenile justice system might do, it should do less, that is, decline to formally 
intervene in the lives of children unless absolutely necessary and divert youths at 
every possible stage in the juvenile justice process.
 Such an approach may require, in the terms used by Schur, policies of radical 
nonintervention. He argues that we overcriminalize youths, bring too many into 
the juvenile justice system, and enforce unnecessary laws. Therefore, we should 
consider fully removing status offenses and related violations of court orders pro-
duced by such offenses from the system. We also should remove all but the most 
serious juvenile offenders from the nation’s juvenile corrections system.
 Diversion programs at both the police and court level should be used when-
ever possible. The use of police diversion programs, such as Big Brother/Big Sis-
ter of America and Police Athletic League Clubs has been extensively developed 
around the country (see Chapter 3 and Chapter 13). Court diversion provides a 
variety of alternatives ranging from informal adjustment and mediation to refer-
ral of adolescents to youth service bureaus and community youth boards (see 
Chapter 14). A number of diversion programs also exist at the correctional stage. 
For example, wilderness programs, such as Vision Quest, Outward Bound, the 
Stephen French Youth Wilderness Program, and the Florida Associated Marine 
Institute, combine fi tness, survival skills, and personal challenges as alternatives 
to secure institutional placements.38 Diversion programs exist today, but they 
are not nearly as popular as they once were in the mid-1970s. The lack of empir-
ical evidence in support of the labeling theory and concerns over diversion actu-
ally “widening the net” and bringing more youths into the system raised serious 
questions as to its usefulness. Labeling theory and diversion policies were clearly 
on the decline by the late 1970s. 

If labels have such 

formidable power, 

why don’t parents 

label their children as 

“gifted,” “intelligent,” 

or “athletic?” In turn, 

why don’t youths affi x 

a positive label to 

themselves and then 

allow the self-fulfi lling 

prophecy to occur?
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 The one variation in labeling theory that appears to be most appealing to 
policy makers today might be that of John Braithwaite and his advocacy of rein-
tegrative shaming (see Chapter 14). Three practical policy implications may be 
derived from Braithwaite’s work: 

1.  Expressing the community’s disapproval of the delinquent act through the 
use of informal agencies or institutions of social control.

2. Integrating the repentant role with rehabilitation programs.

3.  Increasing media coverage of not only the delinquent acts of juveniles, but 
also of individual juvenile offenders who may then be held up as examples 
of successful reform following their delinquencies. 

 Restorative justice programs also have drawn upon Braithwaite’s ideas ex-
tensively. These programs bring the offender, victim, and community together 
to respond to less serious forms of delinquency and attempt to collectively as-
sist in the rehabilitation process (see Chapter 14). Restorative justice programs 
have been attempted in juvenile courts, juvenile corrections, victim’s organiza-
tions, school-based treatment programs, and community-based social service 
programs.39 Overall, the outcomes of programs rooted in reintegration/restor-
ative justice are mostly positive. For instance, Jeff Latimer and his colleagues 
analyzed 35 studies of restorative justice and found that the approach was more 
effective at reducing recidivism than traditional correctional methods.40 

CONFLICT THEORY

Cultural deviance, strain, and social control theories share similar assumptions 
about the organization of society. They see society as being organized around 
functionally interdependent institutions. Each institution has a function, or 

Mentoring children 
is a rewarding 

experience and might 
prevent delinquency. 

However, most 
Americans do not 

mentor youths. Why? 
What are the reasons 

to not become 
involved in the lives 

of children?
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reason, for existing as it does. In a healthy society, one in which all the institu-
tions are functioning smoothly together, there is social order. Social values are 
shared throughout society and are the basis for the creation of laws. These theo-
ries assume that there is a consensus on appropriate norms in society; they do not 
question why institutions are organized as they are, nor do they question why law 
has developed as it has. Juvenile delinquency is behavior identifi ed and prohibited 
by law because it violates consensual norms and values of society.
 Confl ict theory challenges these assumptions. It rejects the idea that society 
is organized around a consensus of values. Confl ict theory contends that in its 
normal state, society is held together by force, coercion, and intimidation. The 
values of different groups are often the basis of confl icting interests between 
those groups. Law represents the interests of those groups that have obtained 
the power or infl uence to determine the legislation. The fi rst theorists to articu-
late a confl ict view of social relations were Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels.

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels

Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels saw delinquency as stemming from competi-
tion between social classes over scarce resources as well as from the historical 
inequality of the distribution of resources. Writing in the latter half of the 19th 
century, Marx and Engels argued that the character of every society is deter-
mined by its particular mode of economic production. The primary confl ict in 
society is between the material forces of production and the social relations of 
production. By “material forces of production,” they meant the ability of a soci-
ety to produce material goods. The concept of “social relations of production” 
refers simply to relationships among people, especially those relationships that 
are based upon property, and the manner in which material goods produced 
are distributed. The primary relationship in industrialized societies refl ects the 
incompatible economic interests of the owners of the means of production (the 
bourgeoisie) and people who sell their labor (the proletariat). The class confl ict 
between these two groups produces (both directly and indirectly) the conditions 
for delinquency.41

 Because the bourgeoisie controls the means of production, it can also control 
all aspects of social life even the production of ideas, which includes the ideas that 
create the criminal law and the ideological or philosophical beliefs that become 
the basis for policies of law en-
forcement. According to Marx 
and Engels, law and its enforce-
ment are tools of the powerful 
designed to protect their own 
economic interests. The police, 
courts, and correctional system 
of society operate to control the 
working class. Behaviors pro-
hibited by criminal law or se-
lectively enforced by the police 
and courts refl ect acts or values 
that threaten the interests of the 
dominant class. (This process is 
illustrated in Figure 7-2.)

Part of the undeniable 

allure of confl ict theory is 

that subordinated groups 

are disproportionately 

involved in delinquency. 

The glaring exception 

to this is sex: Males are 

much more delinquent 

than females. Does this 

suggest that biology is 

more important than 

sociology in explaining 

delinquency?

t h i n ka b o u t  i t

theor y  in  a  nutshel l
Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels

Marx and Engels believed that the ruling class 

in capitalist societies is responsible for the 

creation and application of criminal law. Acts 

threatening interests of the bourgeoisie will be 

handled by criminal law. In addition, they be-

lieved that crime refl ected the demoralization 

of the surplus population, which consists of 

unemployed and underemployed workers.
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 Marx and Engels also produced a modest explanation of crime and delin-
quency. They believed that crime is the product of a demoralized working class. 
It is part of human nature to work and be productive, yet capitalist societies 
create large surplus populations of unemployed and underemployed workers. 
Over time, unproductiveness leaves the individual demoralized and vulnerable 
to crime and vice. Marx and Engels called adult criminals and their juvenile 
counterparts the lumpenproletariat, the “dangerous class,” and described them 
as a “parasite class living off productive labor by theft, extortion and beggary, 
or by providing ‘services’ such as prostitution and gambling. Their class inter-
ests are diametrically opposed to those of the workers. They make their living 
by picking up the crumbs of capitalist relations of exchange.” 42

Willem Bonger

Willem Bonger was an early 20th-century Marxist criminologist and the author 
of Criminality and Economic Conditions published in 1916. Bonger saw modern 
capitalist society as being divided into two classes: a ruling class and a ruled class. 
Furthermore, he viewed capitalism as being based on competition and profi t 
making. Indeed, Bonger believed that economic production is carried on exclu-
sively for profi t. More important, he argued that because capitalism brings about 
egoistic impulses (selfi shness 
and personal ambition) it makes 
people less sensitive to the mis-
ery or happiness of others. In 
more “primitive” societies, peo-
ple lived in a state of commu-
nism, and modes of production 
were designed for personal con-
sumption, not exchange: “They 
had neither rich nor poor; their 
economic interests were either 
parallel or equal . . . the inter-
est of one was the same as that 
of his comrade.” Altruistic im-
pulses, a concern for the well-
being of others, were developed 
and encouraged.43

figure 7-2 Mapping Delinquency Theory: Conflict Theory
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Bonger argued that capitalism engenders 

egoistic impulses in all people, which inhibit 

tendencies toward developing a sense of re-

sponsibility to the larger group. For Bonger, the 

solution to delinquency was clear: A socialist 

society, built upon socialist modes of pro-

duction, will produce altruistic impulses in all 

people. When adolescents are motivated by 

altruism, they will be unlikely to commit crimes 

against others.
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 However, the modern class structure found in capitalism inhibits tenden-
cies toward mutual helpfulness and, instead, fosters social irresponsibility. The 
egoistic tendencies of capitalism have “weakened the moral force in man which 
combats the inclination toward egoistic acts, and hence toward the crimes which 
are one form of these acts.” 44 According to Bonger, crime and delinquency re-
fl ect the egoistic behavior fostered by the desire to get ahead and to think only 
of personal need and desires.
 Capitalism also creates conditions that encourage delinquency. In Bonger’s 
time, child labor was still extensively practiced in industrialized countries, and 
he saw the exploitation of child labor as a singularly capitalist phenomenon—
one that contributes to delinquency in many ways. On the one hand, labor forces 
the child to think only of his or her own interests, thereby instilling egoistic feel-
ings. Paid labor also makes children more independent at an age when they most 
need the guidance of others. Finally, Bonger believed that involvement in paid 
labor brings children “into contact with persons who are rough and indifferent 
to their well-being.” 45 All these factors increase the child’s vulnerability to the 
enticements and pressures of delinquency.
 For Bonger, the solution to crime and delinquency was to be found in the 
construction of a socialist society. In a society based upon socialist mode of 
production, altruistic infl uences would be dominant, both in the behaviors of 
individuals and in the legal system. Altruistic adolescents would be more likely 
to help others instead of taking advantage of vulnerable people. “Such a society 
will not only remove the causes which now make men egoistic, but will awaken, 
on the contrary, a strong feeling of altruism.” 46 
 However, not all confl ict theorists base their ideas on the economic compe-
tition between classes or the unequal distribution of economic resources. Thor-
sten Sellin and George Vold explored the nature of group confl ict in socially 
heterogeneous societies. They contend that groups in society refl ect associations 
based on common interests such as the pursuit of goals or the protection of 
vested interests, such as power, wealth, and status.

Thorsten Sellin

Thorsten Sellin’s Culture and Confl ict in Crime was one of the fi rst textbooks 
to argue that delinquency was the product of confl icting norms. Sellin distin-
guished between crime norms, norms found in the criminal law, and conduct 
norms, norms that are specifi c to localized groups and that may or may not be 
consistent with crime norms.
 Crime norms refl ect rules that prohibit specifi c conduct and provide punish-
ments for violations. The particular character of the laws, the specifi c conduct 
prohibited, and the punishments provided for refl ect the character and vested 
interests of those groups able to infl uence legislation. According to Sellin, “In 
some states these groups may comprise the majority, in others a minority, but 
the social values which receive the protection of the criminal law are ultimately 
those which are treasured by dominant interest groups.” 47 
 Conduct norms, on the other hand, refl ect the values, expectations, and 
actual behaviors of groups in everyday life. Conduct norms can be very specifi c 
to particular groups, may be shared by many diverse groups, and may confl ict 
with each other. Conduct norms are not necessarily the norms found in crimi-
nal law and at times may directly confl ict with crime norms. Sellin answered 
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the question of just what conduct norms are likely to be incorporated into 
the criminal law this way:

The conduct which the state 
denotes as criminal is, of 
course, that deemed injurious 
to society, or in the last analy-
sis, to those who wield the 
political power within that 
society and therefore control 
the legislative, judicial, and 
executive functions which are 
the external manifestations of 
authority.48 

 As societies become more 
heterogeneous and complex, 
the likelihood that group 
norms will collide with crime 
norms increases. In turn, delin-
quency rates will be higher in 
neighborhoods with the greatest diversity of group norms. Sellin believed that 
urban neighborhoods with a variety of recently arrived immigrant groups liv-
ing in close proximity would have a higher level of delinquency than suburban 
neighborhoods where residents had little contact with “outsiders.” Sellin’s em-
phasis on the normative confl ict that arises in neighborhoods compliments the 
work of cultural deviance theory, particularly that done by Shaw and McKay 
(Chapter 6).

George Vold

In 1958, George Vold published Theoretical Criminology in which he argued 
that human nature leads people into groups. Groups form because common in-
terests draw people together. As new interests arise, new groups are created. 
However, “groups come into confl ict with one another as the interests and pur-
poses they serve tend to overlap, encroach on one another, and become competi-
tive.” This competitiveness generates a continuous struggle to maintain or even 
enlarge the position of one’s own group relative to others. This confl ict may 
eventually lead to the creation of new laws. “Whichever group interest can mar-
shal the greatest number of votes will determine whether there will be a new law 
to hamper and curb the interests of the opposing group.” 49

 Not surprisingly, group members who support the new law are more likely 
to obey it and call for its strict enforcement. People who oppose it are less sym-
pathetic to it and, consequently, more likely to violate it. People with little power 
or infl uence have little impact on the legislative process. Therefore, behaviors 
refl ecting their interests are more likely to be legislated as criminal by groups 
that have the necessary infl uence.

Richard Quinney

Richard Quinney is widely regarded as one of the most infl uential confl ict theo-
rists of the late 20th century. He contends that criminal laws are consciously 
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created mechanisms that enable the ruling class to maintain political and eco-
nomic control over the rest of society. This basic Marxian framework is found 
in Quinney’s 1974 book, Critique of Legal Order, in which he states:

1. American society is organized around advanced capitalism.

2. The state exists to serve the interests of the dominant capitalist class.

3.  Social and economic order are maintained and perpetuated by the ruling 
class through the application of criminal law.

4.  Crime control is accomplished through the criminal justice system, which is 
administered by governing elites. This system of law and control represents 
ruling-class interests and is designed to establish domestic order.

5.  The inherent contradictions of advanced capitalism require the oppression 
of the lower classes through the coercion and violence of the legal system.

6.  The crime problem can be solved only by the collapse of capitalism and the 
creation of a new society built upon socialist economic principles.50 

 It is interesting to note, however, that Quinney’s views had shifted substan-
tially by the time he prepared the second edition of his book, Class, State, and 
Crime. In this work, rather than relying entirely on a Marxist critique of capi-
talist society, Quinney considers the problem of crime and delinquency within a 
religious context: “The contemporary capitalist world is caught in what Tillich, 
going beyond Marx’s materialistic analysis of capitalism, calls a sacred void, 
the human predicament on both a spiritual and sociopolitical level.” 51 Citing 
Old Testament prophets, Quinney suggests that a “prophetic understanding” 
of reality is necessary for a proper analysis of crime and justice and states that 
Marx was wrong about religion being an “opium of the people.” Quinney does 
maintain an essentially Marxian orientation: “The socialist struggle in our age 
is a search for God at the same time that it is a struggle for justice in human 
society.” 52

John Hagan

John Hagan, who focused on the role of the mother as a worker, suggests a dif-
ferent approach to explaining delinquency in his power-control theory. Accord-
ing to Hagan, children’s participation in delinquency is affected by the relative 
position of fathers and mothers in the workplace:

Positions of power in the workplace are translated into power relations in the 
household and . . . the latter, in turn, infl uence the gender-determined control 
of adolescents, their preferences for risk taking, and the patterning of gender 
and delinquency.53 

 Delinquency is a male-dominated phenomenon because of the class struc-
ture of modern patriarchal families. The patriarchal family consists of a hus-
band whose employment outside the home carries some degree of authority and 
a wife who is not employed outside the home. This type of family is more likely 
to socially reproduce daughters like their mothers—females who focus on do-
mestic labor and consumption, activities preparing them for a cult of domestic-
ity. The sons in patriarchal families are more likely to be prepared to participate 
in the external labor force in direct production.
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 The opposite of the patriarchal family is the egalitarian family, in which 
both parents are employed in positions of authority outside the home. Here, both 
males and females engage in consumption and production activities equally. In 
egalitarian families, parents attempt to socially reproduce both sons and daugh-
ters for entry into the production sphere of the labor force. 
 In the patriarchal family, females are both instruments and objects of in-
formal social control. While both fathers and mothers exert control over their 
daughters much more than over their sons, daughters are even more controlled 
by their mothers than by their fathers. In egalitarian families, parents redis-
tribute their informal controls in a manner that treats sons and daughters more 
equally.
 The relationship between parents and daughters in patriarchal families is 
also responsible for her signifi cantly lower interests in risk-taking (an activity 
viewed as more acceptable for sons). Patriarchal families teach daughters to 
avoid risk-taking, while egalitarian families are more likely to encourage both 
sons and daughters to take risks. Consequently, patriarchal families are charac-
terized by large sex-ratio differences in common forms of delinquency. In egali-
tarian families, where girls are treated more like their brothers, minimal differ-
ences in common delinquency are detected.
 Tests conducted by Simon Singer and Murray Levine have lent support to 
power-control theory. They reported that gender differences in delinquent be-
havior were largely tied to variations in parental authority.54 Brenda Blackwell 
and her colleagues found partial support for Hagan’s theory when they found 
that it explained gender differences in delinquency in their study of middle-
school and high-school students in a small Florida city.55 However, other tests 
of power-control theory have found little or no support for it. Gary Jensen and 
Kevin Thompson examined data from three surveys conducted between 1964 
and 1979 that were based on samples 3 to 30 times larger than the Toronto sam-
ple used by Hagan and his associates. Whereas Hagan had predicted signifi cant 
relationships between (1) social class and delinquency and (2) gender and class, 
data produced by Jensen and Thompson did not support these hypotheses. They 
suggest the lack of supportive fi ndings may be the result of differences between 
American and Canadian youths or methodological differences between the two 
studies.56 
 Merry Morash and Meda Chesney-Lind have reported mixed support for 
power-control theory. They found that girls were less delinquent than boys in 
each type of family. Furthermore, the key explanatory variable was not the 
mother’s relative workplace power but rather the absence of a father and pres-
ence of a stepfather, as well as the quality of the child’s relationship with his or 
her parents. Their data also yielded several other important fi ndings:

In some types of families, boys were controlled more than girls. Specifi cally, 
if the mother was alone and unemployed, she controlled more of the decisions 
about boys than about girls, and was more punitive toward boys. The family 
with an unemployed mother alone also differs from other types in that the chil-
dren identify less with their mother.57

 Daniel Curran and Claire Renzetti argue that Hagan’s theory defi nes pa-
triarchal control in the home as simply “parental supervision” and is thus too 
narrowly conceived.58 James Messerschmidt suggests that it may be incorrect to 
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assume that the authority a person has at work translates in exactly the same 
way as authority in the home and family.59 Finally, Ronald Akers takes the the-
ory to task claiming that although Hagan’s own Canadian study supported the 
theory, the fi ndings from other studies are much less supportive:

The class and gender differences, the low involvement of fathers in exercising 
parental control, and other internal family variables have no or very weak ef-
fects on delinquency. The gender differences in delinquency are about the same 
for patriarchal and egalitarian families. . . . Furthermore, the effects of family 
control variables on delinquent behavior are equally weak for both males and 
females.60 

Mark Colvin and John Pauly

Mark Colvin and John Pauly’s integrated structural-Marxist theory argues that 
serious delinquency results from the reproduction of coercive control patterns 
tied to the relationship between production and class structure in capitalist soci-
eties. Their approach assumes that the “objective structure of social relations [is] 
grounded in the process of material production under capitalism.” The struggle 
between the three major classes (capitalist, working, and petite bourgeoisie) 
produces distinctive “fractions” within each major class. The different control 
structures, operating within the various fractions of the working class, “solicit 
and compel certain types of behavior from individuals and shape ideological 
orientation for the individual in relation to the agents and apparatuses of social 
control.”61 Within the working class there are three important fractions:

1.  Fraction 1 is primarily composed of workers located in very competitive, 
secondary-labor-market industries. Given the minimal job security and 
dead-end nature of the work, control tends to be simple and coercive.

2.  Fraction 2 provides greater job security than Fraction 1, largely as a result 
of the unionization and protective contracts that are more common within 
it. The control structure relies more on the worker’s consciously bonding to 
work and authority on the basis of the possibilities of promotions and wage 
increases.

3.  Fraction 3 comprises mainly workers located in jobs that provide greater 
amounts of independence and require or expect individual initiative. Con-
trols in Fraction 3 take a more bureaucratic, normative form in which the 
worker is manipulated through valued symbols and statuses.

 Coercive control patterns that exist for lower-class parents in the workplace 
are reproduced in the home, shaping the parents’ behavior as they interact with 
each other and their children. Fraction 1 parents, holding jobs that are infe-
rior, tightly controlled, lacking in personal authority, and regulated by superi-
ors through coercive means, reproduce these control patterns in the home. This 
leads to the increased alienation of the child from authority in general. In addi-
tion, the use of coercive controls in the home, including physical punishment, 
tends to weaken the bond between parent and child.
 Social bonds of lower-class adolescents may also weaken in the school set-
ting. Colvin and Pauly argue that control structures of schools are designed to 
support the labor requirements of capitalism. Consequently, these structures use 
coercive controls similar to those in the workplace.
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 When entering school, the child, with initial bonds produced in a family 
control structure, confronts a new structure of control. The school, like parents’ 
workplaces, contains gradations of control within various “tracks” that are ex-
ercised over students. A child with negative initial bonds is likely to be placed in 
a control structure at school that parallels the coercive family council structure 
that produced the child’s negative bond.62 According to Colvin and Pauly, the 
reproduction of coercive controls in school is accomplished in four ways:

1.  IQ and aptitude testing are likely to identify more negatively bonded chil-
dren for placement in lower-levels tracks.

2.  Negatively bonded children may give behavioral cues to school authority fi g-
ures that identify them as potential “problem students.” Such cues may be 
self-fulfi lling, with the child becoming what he or she is expected to become.

3.  The differential placing of lower-class students into lower-level tracks will 
lead to greater strain and alienation.

4.  Differential fi nancial resources of schools in lower-, working-, and middle-
class neighborhoods will produce differences in the availability of rewards 
and punishments in the school settings. Schools with fewer resources will 
rely on more coercive controls.

 School control structures lead to differential patterns of rewards and pun-
ishments, resulting in differential reinforcement or weakening of social bonds. 
Lower-class adolescents who have become alienated at home and school are 
more likely to join peer groups composed of similarly alienated individuals. 
Criminal, violent, or delinquent patterns of behavior will emerge from these re-
lationships. Colvin and Pauly’s approach may be summarized as follows:

1.  Parents’ class position is negatively associated with their experience of co-
ercion in workplace control structures, a situation that leads to more alien-
ated bonds in lower-class parents.

2.  Alienated parental bonds contribute to the development of more coercive 
family control structures, which result in more alienated initial bonds in 
juveniles.

3.  Juveniles with alienated initial bonds will more likely be placed in more co-
ercive school control structures, reinforcing the juveniles’ alienated bonds.

4.  Juveniles’ reinforced alienated bonds lead to greater association with alien-
ated peers who form peer-group control structures, which interact with 
class-related, community and neighborhood distributions of opportunities 
to create qualitatively different paths of delinquent development.

 Recent tests of Colvin and Pauly’s theory have found only modest support 
for their claims. Studies by Steven Messner and Marvin Krohn and by Sally 
Simpson and Lori Elis have reported the basic relationship between social class 
and delinquency is largely structured by gender.63 These researchers suggest that 
traditional gender controls in the home interact with workplace controls to pro-
duce more rigid discipline and control for girls.

Mark Colvin

Nearly two decades after Colvin and Pauly published integrated structural-
Marxist theory, Colvin developed a second integrated theory using a confl ict 
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framework he called differential coercion theory. Colvin defi nes coercion as a 
force that causes a child to behave in a certain way out of the fear and anxiety 
it creates. According to Colvin, children who are exposed to coercive environ-
ments are more likely to develop social–psychological defi cits that increase the 
possibility of committing crime.64 Differential coercion theory borrows heavily 
from published works showing that aversive family interchanges and coercive 
disciplining patterns are strong correlates of juvenile delinquency in adolescents. 
Indeed, research supports the idea that children who are physically abused and 
who receive erratic discipline are more likely to commit crime.65 Some exam-
ples of the types of coercive 
interchanges Colvin identifi es 
include physical attacks, teas-
ing, humiliation, yelling, and 
threats. Through aversive fam-
ily interchanges, coercion be-
comes the mechanism children 
growing up in these environ-
ments learn to use when they 
fi nd themselves in undesirable 
situations. Children bring what 
they learn from coercive family 
interactions into other social 
settings. These are the children 
who are more likely to become 
“early starters” in delinquency 
and life-course persistent or ca-
reer offenders.66 

 Colvin identifi es two di-
mensions of coercion: the strength of the coercive force, which ranges from no 
coercion to total coercion, and the consistency with which coercion is applied 
or experienced. Children usually experience coercion on either a more or less 
consistent basis or an erratic basis. Juveniles who experience coercion erratically 
will develop a different set of social–psychological defi cits than children who 
experience coercion consistently. The most notable difference between them is 
the direction of their anger and the degree of self-control induced in the child. 
Erratic coercion leads to anger directed at others because the child’s percep-
tion of unjust and arbitrary treatment is heightened as a result of an unpredict-
able schedule of coercion. Erratic coercion also induces low self-control. Co-
ercion that is applied inconsistently teaches children that they cannot control 
the consequences of being punished because the punishment occurs randomly 
and not as a predictable outcome of their behavior. Thus, when children believe 
their punishment is random, there is no pattern or incentive for them to learn 
self-control. 
 On the other hand, coercion that is applied more or less consistently leads 
to a different outcome. It produces self-directed anger and a rigid type of self-
control that is based on a steady fear of reprisal from external sources. Colvin 
argues that erratic coercion creates children who are prone to committing pred-
atory crime, whereas consistent coercion produces children who are submis-
sive. While children who experience consistent coercion are less likely to com-
mit crime, they are more likely to experience mental illness, an idea that fi nds 
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support in John D. Hewitt and Robert M. Regoli’s work on female delinquency 
and differential oppression theory (discussed later in this chapter).67 
 While consistent coercion might prevent crime in theory, it is very diffi cult 
for adults to maintain such consistency in their interpersonal relations in prac-
tice with children since it requires constant monitoring to detect noncompli-
ance. Except for extreme situations of monitoring, such as that exercised over 
females in highly repressive, patriarchal households, consistent coercion typi-
cally becomes erratic because of the diffi culty it causes for adults who are try-
ing to maintain close surveillance. Consequently, the crime-controlling effect 
of consistent coercion is short-lived. It thus seems that coercion may be best at 
controlling delinquency when it is coupled with an array of social supports in 
which coercion remains subtle and in the background and used only as a last 
resort when social supports fail to create compliance.
 Finally, Colvin distinguishes between interpersonal and impersonal forms 
of coercion. The fi rst occurs within direct interpersonal relations of control 
(e.g., adults and children). The second, which is grounded in Merton’s strain 
theory (see Chapter 6), is linked to pressures from larger structural arrange-
ments that create an indirect experience of coercion. On the one hand, interper-
sonal coercion uses the threat of force and intimidation to create compliance in 
interpersonal relations. These micro-levels of coercive processes of control might 
involve the actual or threatened use of physical force or the actual or threat-
ened removal of social supports. Impersonal coercion, on the other hand, results 
from pressure arising from structural arrangements and circumstances beyond 
the individual’s control that produce stress, frustration, anxiety, desperation, 
and anger. These macro-level sources of coercion may include economic and 
social pressures that stem from unemployment, poverty, or competition among 
groups. The experience of coercion can involve the removal of social supports 
at both the micro-level of interpersonal relations (e.g., love, food, and clothing) 
and the macro-level of social and governmental structures (e.g., unemployment 
benefi ts, health care, and housing).

Francis Cullen

In 1994 Francis Cullen advanced social support theory as a general framework 
for criminology and criminal justice. Social support is defi ned as the perceived 
and actual amount of instrumental and expressive or emotional supports that 
one receives from primary relationships, social networks, and communities. 
Having a neighbor, friend, or family member to help with babysitting, job 
searching, and bill paying and to provide other advice and counsel are examples 
of social support. Across multiple levels of social life, social support may be 
provided informally and formally through churches, schools, governmental as-
sistance programs, and even the criminal justice system.
 According to Cullen, social support is theoretically important to criminol-
ogy because it serves as a protective factor that both insulates persons from 
delinquency and assists in the process of correctional rehabilitation. In this 
sense, social support is applicable to crime prevention and offender treatment. 
In particular, Cullen’s “general” proposition is that, all things being equal, 
individuals—from would-be offenders to those who have already broken the 
law—who receive higher levels of social support will be at a lower risk for 
engaging in wayward behavior in the future.68
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 In the correctional setting, 
social support may serve as a 
resource and safety net to help 
steer former delinquents and 
prisoners along conventional 
pathways. Indeed, in subse-
quent work, Cullen and his 
colleagues note that the social 
support approach was par-
ticularly suited to rehabilitate 
prisoners since recidivism has 
been shown to be reducible via 
programs that develop inter-
personal skills, provide support 
counseling from caring provid-
ers, and furnish multiple social 
services. Thus, social support 
theory predicts that much of the potentially harmful effects of prison conditions 
on an inmate’s behavior can be mediated by the provision of social support.69 In 
fact, Cullen and Colvin have linked their theories by showing that social support 
is an important way to reduce the noxious effects of social coercion in people’s 
lives.70

 Criminologists have produced impressive empirical support for social sup-
port theory using an array of data sources and analytic methods. Using the 
National Youth Survey, for instance, John Wright and his colleagues found that 
familial social support, or family capital, was positively related to moral be-
liefs, time spent studying, and grades, and negatively related to having delin-
quent friends. Youths who had a strong family support system were also more 
likely to exercise, maintain a healthy lifestyle, and be committed to their jobs. 
In addition, youths who had family support had few criminal friends and were 
less likely to use drugs. Overall, Wright and his associates reported that fam-
ily social support produced other benefi cial forms of social support or capital, 
reduced delinquency over a six-year period, and exerted effects for a range of 
outcomes associated with prosocial adult development.71 
 Benjamin Cornwell examined the effects of social support on mental health 
outcomes using data from the nationally representative Add Health Study and 
found that adolescents with reduced parental and friendship support experi-
enced higher levels of depression than youths who had greater connectedness 
with their peers and families.72 Elise Peplin and Victoria Banyard found that 
social support mediated the effects of child maltreatment on developmental out-
comes in young adults. In other words, people who were mistreated as children 
could overcome the harmful effects of maltreatment with emotional and other 
forms of support from friends and family.73 
 Researchers have shown that although the general public holds many pu-
nitive attitudes in regards to punishing delinquents, they also advocate social 
support. Melissa Moon and her colleagues reported that citizens believe in the 
importance of rehabilitation to change delinquents and support prevention pro-
grams. In fact, some people are even willing to volunteer their time to provide 
social support to juvenile delinquents.74 Social support is also linked to crime at 
the aggregate level. Travis Pratt and Timothy Godsey examined the relationship 
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between a society’s degree of social support and its murder rate among 46 na-
tions. They found that nations with greater levels of social support have lower 
violent crime rates; nations that do not invest in social support tend to have 
more homicides.75 

Robert M. Regoli and John D. Hewitt 

In their differential oppression theory, Robert M. Regoli and John D. Hewitt 
contend that children have little power to infl uence their social world. Children 
have almost no choice regard-
ing whom they associate with 
and have limited resources 
available to infl uence others 
or to support themselves inde-
pendently of adults. Therefore, 
they have the least access to re-
sources that could allow them 
to negotiate changes in their 
environment.76 In comparison 
to parents, teachers, and other 
adult authority fi gures, children 
are relatively powerless and are 
expected—often required—to 
submit to the power and au-
thority of adults. When this 
power is used to deny children 
self-determination and impede 
them from developing a sense 
of competence and self-effi cacy, 
it becomes oppression.77

 According to Regoli and Hewitt, all children are oppressed. The amount 
of oppression children experience falls on a continuum, ranging from simple 
demands for obedience to rules designed for the convenience of adults to the 
physical, sexual, and emotional abuse of children. They contend that the prob-
lem behaviors of children, including crime and delinquency, drug and alcohol 
abuse, and mental disorders can be understood as adaptive reactions to oppres-
sive social situations created by adults. Many children grow up under oppres-
sive conditions that fail to support their developmental needs; the psychological, 
emotional, or physical consequences that a child suffers depend on the duration, 
frequency, intensity, and priority of the oppression and on the child’s stage of 
development. The theory of differential oppression is organized around the fol-
lowing four principles (see Figure 7-3):

1.  Because children lack power due to their age, size, and lack of resources, 
they are easy targets for adult oppression.

2.  Adult oppression of children occurs in multiple social contexts and falls on 
a continuum ranging from benign neglect to malignant abuse. 

3.  Oppression leads to adaptive reactions by children. The oppression of chil-
dren produces at least four adaptations: passive acceptance; exercise of il-
legitimate coercive power; manipulation of one’s peers; and retaliation.
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4.  Children’s adaptations to oppression create and reinforce adults’ views of 
children as being inferior, subordinate, and ready to make trouble. This 
view enables adults to justify their role as oppressor and further reinforces 
children’s powerlessness.

Forms of Oppression The term oppression is a summation of the abusive, 
neglectful, and disrespectful relations many children confront. Oppression of 
children by adults occurs in multiple social contexts and falls on a continuum 
ranging from benign neglect to malignant abuse; it occurs whenever adults act 
in ways that belittle or trivialize children as being something less than authentic 
and feeling human beings. Children are exposed to different levels and types of 
oppression that vary depending on their age, level of development, and beliefs 
and perceptions of their parents. While there are occasions when adults exercise 
power over children out of sincere concern for the child’s welfare, Regoli and 
Hewitt focus on the times when an adult’s use of power over children is about 
the needs and interests of the adult rather than the child. In fact, much of the op-
pression children suffer stems from their parent’s inability to meet their needs, 
either because adults are uninformed about what the needs of children are at 
various stages of development or because they are not capable of responding to 
those needs. Oppressive structural forces, such as poverty, social isolation, and 
residing in a disadvantaged neighborhood also negatively infl uence parenting 

figure 7-3 Mapping Delinquency Theory: Dif ferential Oppression Theory
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practices. However, the underlying source of adult oppression may be found in 
the mistreatment they received as children and continue to experience as adults. 
Therefore, the oppression adults infl ict on children is likely a part of a chain of 
coercion and abuse that is transmitted from one generation to the next.78

 Healthy development requires that social contexts provide opportunities for 
children to fulfi ll their physical, intellectual, psychological, and social develop-
mental needs. Unfortunately for many children, rather than being supportive 
and nurturing, the social contexts in which they are surrounded are oppres-
sive and damaging. Using a developmental–ecological perspective can provide 
a means for understanding how the oppression of children is likely to occur 
within multiple social contexts that may interact to produce harmful outcomes 
for children. These contexts include both micro-level relationships with family 
and friends and macro-level structural elements, such as race, class, neighbor-
hood, and age, which expose individuals to more or less oppression of different 
types. 

Micro-Level Oppression The most severe and damaging oppression adults 
infl ict upon children is offi cially defi ned as maltreatment. The major forms of 
child maltreatment include physical abuse, sexual abuse, neglect, and emotional 
abuse. According to the most recent data, about three million cases of child 
abuse or neglect involving over fi ve million children were reported to the various 
state protective services. Sixty percent of these cases were referred for investiga-
tion, and slightly less than one-third of the investigated cases resulted in a dispo-
sition of either substantiated or indicated child maltreatment. About 60 percent 
of the victims suffered neglect, while nearly 20 percent suggested physical abuse, 
and another 10 percent were sexually abused.79 Offi cial data are reinforced by 
the fi ndings from a self-report study based on a national sample of 3,346 adults 
in which 63 percent of parents reported they had used at least one form of psy-
chological aggression on their children in the previous year.80 
 Certain parenting styles are more likely to oppress children. Some parents 
oppress children as they attempt to impose and maintain adult conceptions of 
social order. Such parents may view their children as extensions of themselves 
rather than as individuals and therefore feel free to impose their will on their 
children.81 In any case, the children are required to obey rules designed to rein-
force adult notions of right and wrong behavior. In an attempt to exert greater 
control over their children, parents and other adults often use coercion or force. 
According to Richard Gelles and Murray Straus, American cultural norms re-
garding violence in families prescribe that it is acceptable to hit a child if he or 
she is doing something wrong and “won’t listen to reason.” Such coercion may 
become excessive, lead to physical harm and long-term psychological damage, 
and is a mechanism for transmitting an ageist ideology that diminishes the value 
of children in relation to adults across society.82 
 Other parents oppress children through neglectful parenting that fails to 
meet their children’s physical, emotional, and educational needs. Examples of 
physical neglect include the refusal of or delay in seeking health care, abandon-
ment, expulsion from the home, refusal to allow a runaway to return home, and 
inadequate supervision. Emotional neglect includes inattention to the child’s 
needs for affection, refusal of or failure to provide needed psychological care, 
and spouse abuse in the child’s presence. The allowance of chronic truancy, fail-
ure to enroll a child of mandatory school age in school, and failure to attend 
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to special educational needs are all examples of educational neglect. Generally, 
neglect occurs anytime a caretaker permits a child to experience suffering or 
fails to provide one of the basic ingredients essential for developing a child into 
a physically, intellectually, emotionally, and psychologically healthy person. Al-
though single incidents of neglect may have no noticeable harmful effects, in 
some cases, they can result in death. Chronic patterns of neglect also may result 
in developmental delays or emotional disabilities. According to W. I. Munkel, 
“Neglected children suffer hurts in their bodies, their minds, their emotions, 
and their spirits.”83

Macro-Level Oppression Macro-level social forces such as poverty also op-
press children. Children living in poverty are more likely to experience oppres-
sion than children living in more affl uent conditions. This oppression can be 
viewed developmentally and is likely to be cumulative as children continue to 
grow and develop in destitute conditions. During the early years, socioeconomic 
disadvantage oppresses children by impairing their physical health status at 
birth and providing less access to resources that may moderate the negative con-
sequences of those problems. For healthy development, young children need ex-
posure to stimulating materials or experiences. Unfortunately, children living in 
poverty are less likely than their wealthier counterparts to have access to these 
materials or experiences. Often their homes are unsafe, lacking heat and ad-
equate plumbing. In addition, they have increased exposure to chemical toxins 
such as lead, which are associated with cognitive defi cits, lower school achieve-
ment, and long-term impairment of neurological function.84 Rather than receiv-
ing cognitively stimulating experiences, young children living in disadvantaged 
neighborhoods may rarely leave their home. Environmental and work-related 
conditions often limit their access to the outdoors. Poor children are more likely 
than nonpoor children to live in housing located in commercial and industrial 
areas, which often lack safe outdoor places for children to play and limit oppor-
tunities for social interaction and cognitive development.85 
 Poverty and economic disadvantage also have oppressive infl uences on 
school-age and adolescent children. During middle childhood and adolescence, 
children increasingly come into direct contact with their neighborhoods through 
involvement in school, youth serving organizations, and informal neighborhood 
groups. For young people, the physical features of their neighborhood establish 
the boundaries of their social universe. Some neighborhoods offer youth a va-
riety of supervised instruction and structured activities, while others send the 
majority of the children out on the street.86 Due to the restricted tax base in 
poor neighborhoods, limited public resources are available to support the educa-
tion, recreation, and health needs of youth and their families. In contrast, youth 
in wealthy neighborhoods have opportunities that poor children are not offered, 
like summer camp, music lessons, sports training, home computers, and spe-
cial tutoring. Instead, adolescents in dilapidated inner-city neighborhoods have 
higher exposure to physical danger, criminal activity, and drug use.87 
 Because successful adaptation at each stage of youth development is infl u-
enced by earlier developmental histories, long-term exposure to oppressive liv-
ing conditions typically results in worse developmental outcomes for children. 
African American and Hispanic children are more likely than white children to 
experience persistent poverty and to live in areas of concentrated poverty.88 For 
instance, Thomas McNulty and Paul Bellair found that concentrated poverty is 
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so segregated by race that virtually no white children live in the worst neighbor-
hoods that some African American and Hispanic children do.89 High-risk con-
texts such as poverty, chronic stress, and child maltreatment may have lasting 
effects when they damage or impair crucial adaptive systems such as adult–child 
attachment, intelligence, and self-regulation of emotions and behavior. Persis-
tent poverty is consistently found to have more adverse effects than transitory 
poverty on children’s cognitive development and school achievement. Children 
living for long periods in impoverished conditions experience more negative 
life events and adverse conditions that may place demands on their coping re-
sources well beyond what they can handle.90 Consequently, exposure to chronic 
adversity exacts a toll on a child’s mental, physical, and emotional health. This 
may trigger a cycle of lifelong defi ciencies encompassing many contexts of their 
lives:

Children who enter school with few resources, cognitive diffi culties, and 
self-regulatory problems often have academic problems, get into trouble with 
teachers, are more likely to be rejected by peers and are at risk for disengaging 
from normative school and peer contexts, which sets them up for considerable 
diffi culties.91 

 Since many social problems are signifi cantly clustered and correlated with 
concentrated poverty, cumulative oppression and its ensuing pathways to long-
term developmental problems are much more frequent for children who endure 
lifelong exposure to impoverished social environments.

Adaptations to Oppression Most children adapt to oppression through pas-
sive acceptance and subsequent obedience—an obedience built upon fear, which 
derives from implied threats and intimidation. This adaptation is characterized 
by the child’s passive acceptance of their subordinate and inferior status. It is 
more common among females due to higher status generally afforded males and 
to generally low female involvement in delinquency.92 Since children are inun-
dated by adult domination, they quickly learn that obedience is expected. Such 
adaptations among children are similar to the passive acceptance of the slave 
role, adaptations of prison inmates, and immersion in the cycle of violence for 
battered women. These children outwardly accept their inferior positions, but 
they develop a repressed hatred for their oppressors, adapting to the structures 
of domination in which they are immersed. Once a situation of violence and op-
pression has been established, it engenders an entire way of life and behavior for 
those caught up in it, oppressors and oppressed alike. Both are submerged in this 
situation, and both bear marks of oppression. The oppressed are likely to believe 
they have no purpose in life except those the oppressor prescribes for them.
 Passive children do not fully explore personal autonomy; they never become 
the “author of their own life” so to speak. This repression results in negative 
self-perceptions that may manifest themselves in a wide range of problem behav-
iors including alcoholism, drug addiction, eating disorders, low self-esteem, and 
psychiatric disorders.93 
 A second adaptation to oppression is the exercise of illegitimate coercive 
power. Many adolescents are attracted to delinquency because it helps them to 
establish a sense of autonomy and control. This anticipatory delinquency is a 
yearning for adult status.94 Delinquent acts can immediately and demonstra-
tively make things happen and provide the child with a sense of restored potency 
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denied him or her by adults and parents. Sexual misbehavior, illicit use of drugs 
or alcohol, and violations of the criminal law derive greater symbolic importance 
for the child to the extent that they demonstrate resistance to adult attempts to 
exert control over his or her behavior.
 A third adaptation is the manipulation of one’s peers. This is an attempt by 
the child to become empowered. Through the manipulation of others within the 
peer group, a child who has experienced oppression at the hands of adults may 
acquire a sense of strength and control or a degree of empowerment not other-
wise felt. Gerald Marwell suggests that “at any given point of time this potential 
[for social power] lies primarily in the opinions of the actor held by those with 
whom one interacts. If one is thought strong, one, by and large, is strong, or at 
least, may use ‘strength’ to manipulate others.”95 The school bully is an exam-
ple, so is the child who spreads gossip in hopes of gaining status and prestige in 
the eyes of others. Unfortunately, the mere involvement of a child with his or her 
peers leads many adults to view the involvement as problematic in itself. Adults 
may then react by exercising even greater control over the child’s interaction 
with others.
 The fourth adaptation is retaliation, which may include delinquent acts 
ranging from property crimes to violent offenses. It is the most severe and least 
common of the adaptations to oppression. Retaliation is more common among 
males than females. Children may engage in retaliation to get back at the people 
or the institutions they believe are the source of their oppression. School van-
dalism sometimes occurs because a student is angry with a teacher or princi-
pal. Some children may strike directly at their parents or peers by assaulting or 
killing them. Others try to hurt their parents by turning inward by becoming 
chronically depressed and contemplating or committing suicide.96 
 Confronted by oppressive forces, children, to put it simply, adapt. Adults 
individually or collectively affect children, and children react. Intuitively, this 
should make sense. The theory of differential oppression contends that people 
fi rst interpret, then people proceed, or, to put it differently, people interpret 

Source: 1989 Jules Feiffer. Reprinted with permission. All rights reserved.
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something (e.g., who children are in relation to them), then people see them 
(children) as they interpreted them. And even though children as a group are op-
pressed, the impact is most signifi cantly experienced at the individual level. Op-
pression is differentially experienced, both in its application and impact. Chil-
dren adapt differentially and the individual reasons for how particular children 
adapt are generally unknown. Even children growing up in the same family, in 
the same neighborhood, and experiencing similar oppressive situations will of-
ten exhibit different adaptations. 
 Current research has well established the connection between oppression 
and the problem behaviors of children. Future research is needed to explore why 
one child adapts to abuse by passively accepting the situation and developing 
an eating disorder and low self-esteem, while another child experiencing simi-
lar abuse adapts by manipulating or bullying others, perhaps even abusing age 
peers, and yet still another child retaliates by murdering the offending adult. 
For statistical information about the status of children in the United States, 
see Box 7-2.

Evaluation of Conflict Theory

Confl ict theories have been criticized for a number of reasons. Jackson Toby, for 
instance, contends that confl ict theory is nothing more than a rehashing of the 
traditional liberal approach of helping the underdog. He claims that most crime 
is for profi t and luxury, not for survival.97 Confl ict theory has also been ac-
cused of relying too heavily on historical and theoretical approaches that fail to 
produce testable hypotheses. Statements or postulates offered tend to be untest-
able; they are not subject to scientifi c verifi cation and instead must be accepted 
as a matter of faith. In addition, Francis Allen98 and David Shichor99 state that 

4 children are killed by abuse or neglect

5 children commit suicide

8 children are killed by fi rearms

77 babies die before their fi rst birthday

192 children are arrested for violent crimes

383 children are arrested for drug abuse

390  babies are born to mothers who received late 
or no prenatal care

1,839 babies are born without health insurance

1,887  public school students are corporally 
punished

2,411 babies are born into poverty

2,261 high school students drop out

2,383  children are confi rmed as abused or 
neglected

4,302 children are arrested

17,132 public school students are suspended

Source: Children’s Defense Fund, Each Day in America, 2007, 

http://www.childrensdefense.org/site/PageServer?page

name=research_national_data_each_day, accessed June 16, 

2007. 

Each Day in America
A  W I N D O W  O N  D E L I N Q U E N C Yb o x  7 - 2
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confl ict theory oversimplifi es and overemphasizes the political and economic 
nature of juvenile delinquency. Their concern has received some support from 
J. A. Sharpe, who analyzed patterns of law violations in England between the 
15th and 19th centuries and found little evidence to support the claims of con-
fl ict theorists that crime and delinquency increased with the development of 
capitalism.100 
 Ronald Akers has taken confl ict theory to task for portraying modern soci-
ety as too heterogeneous for the general population to arrive at any signifi cant 
value consensus. Instead of viewing society as a precarious balancing of criss-
crossing, confl icting, and competing interest groups, Akers contends “society is 
also held together by the larger or smaller number of widely supported values, 
common assumptions, and images of the world. This is a chief factor in pro-
viding some continuity and unity in a diversifi ed society.”101 Akers also notes 
that most delinquency cannot be explained by group confl ict inasmuch as most 
delinquency is intragroup in nature—that is, committed by members within the 
group against other members within the group by outsiders. 
 Donald Shoemaker is critical of the suggested direct link between capital-
ism and delinquency. He questions the existence of such a link because (1) de-
linquency is widespread in the middle- and upper-middle classes; (2) juveniles 
appear to have little concern for their status in the economic system; (3) racial 
and ethnic factors have as much or more infl uence on crime and delinquency 
as social class factors do; and (4) there is a failure to demonstrate “a necessary 
connection between capitalism per se and industrial or demographic conditions 
within a society.”102 
 Despite these critiques, criminologists in the 21st century continue to show 
the relevance of confl ict theory to explaining delinquency and helping offenders 
rehabilitate and reintegrate into society. Propositions derived from confl ict the-
ory have been linked to overcoming abuse,103 homicide rates,104 racial profi ling 
by the police,105 and coercive encounters between the police and the public.106 
Social support theory, in particular, holds promise for applicability to crimi-
nal justice practice. Recent research indicated that social support was linked to 
inmate misconduct at both the individual and the facility level. Shanhe Jiang 
and his colleagues analyzed data from the National Survey of Inmates in State 
and Federal Correctional Facilities, which encompassed more than 9,000 in-
mates and 275 correctional institutions and found that inmates who received 
telephone calls from their children were signifi cantly less likely to accumulate 
rule violations than those without contacts from their children. At the struc-
tural level, facility participation in religious programs was negatively related to 
facility rule violations.107 Similarly, Jiang and Thomas Winfree reported that 
(1) female inmates have greater social support than male inmates based on calls, 
mail, and visits from their children; (2) male inmates experience greater social 
support from their spouses; and (3) inmates with more social support commit 
fewer prison infractions per month.108 It has also been reported that ex-convicts 
that have greater social support are better able to successfully transition from 
the status of inmate to the status of citizen.109 
 Nonetheless, critics of confl ict theory must reconcile the fact that research 
connecting the more extreme forms of oppression of children including beatings, 
sexual abuse, hitting, slapping, screaming, ridicule, verbal insults, and serious 
neglect and defi ciencies in child care to subsequent delinquency is substantial.110 
Several studies illuminate this relationship, including Cathy Spatz Widom and 
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Michael Maxfi eld’s research on more than 1,500 children; James Unnever and 
his colleagues’ study of coercion and delinquency for 2,472 students from six 
middle schools; Stephen Baron’s research on Canadian skinheads; and a series 
of studies conducted by Lisa Hutchinson Wallace and her colleagues.
 The research by Widom and Maxfi eld is interesting because it updates data 
initially collected in 1988 on the link between child abuse and offending with 
newer data. Their study followed 1,575 cases from childhood through young 
adulthood and included a study group of 908 substantiated cases of childhood 
abuse or neglect and a comparison group of 667 children who had not been of-
fi cially recorded as abused or neglected. Both groups were matched on sex, age, 
race, and family socioeconomic status. According to Widom and Maxfi eld:

Those who had been abused or neglected as children were more likely to be 
arrested as juveniles (27 percent versus 17 percent), adults (42 percent versus 
33 percent), and for a violent crime (18 percent versus 14 percent). . . . The 
abused and neglected cases were younger at fi rst arrest, committed nearly twice 
as many offenses, and were arrested more frequently.111

 Unnever and his associates tested core propositions from differential coer-
cion theory. They evaluated whether involvement in delinquency was related 
to four coercive environments: parental coercion, peer coercion, school coer-
cion, and neighborhood coercion. They found consistent support for the theory: 
Students exposed to coercive environments were more likely to develop social–
psychological defi cits and be involved in relatively more serious delinquency.112 
 Baron examined the violent behavior and political consciousness of Cana-
dian male street skinheads. Using the framework of Regoli and Hewitt’s dif-
ferential oppression theory, he discovered, as the theory would predict, that 
skinheads come from homes characterized by extreme violence and oppression. 
Their family and school experiences destroy any trust these young people might 
have for authority and they model the violent behavior of their oppressors. As 
such, they are themselves vulnerable to violent behavior. According to Baron:

Their serial abuse negates their ability to empathize with others and leaves them 
vulnerable to frustration, while their familial oppression exposes them to vio-
lent cultural infl uences and leads them to seek opportunities for deviance.113 

 Their violence also was exacerbated by their oppressive school experiences 
that inspired their proneness to violence by stifl ing their creativity and individu-
ality through an environment the skinheads characterized as being dictatorial 
and authoritarian. They reacted to these conditions through detachment and 
attack. By withdrawing, the skinheads found themselves in a situation where the 
only doors open to them were ones that fueled their violence. Baron concluded 
that the political consciousness of the skinheads he interviewed was tied to their 
long histories of experiencing oppression. 
 In a series of empirical tests, Lisa Hutchinson Wallace and her associates 
provided a comprehensive evaluation of how differential oppression theory 
might be used to explain school delinquency. Wallace and her colleagues as-
sessed three of the four adaptive reactions set forth in the theory. They reported 
that students who perceive themselves to be oppressed by teachers frequently 
adapt to oppression through passive acceptance and the use of marijuana, beer, 
wine, and other types of alcohol. In addition, Wallace and Seydlitz found op-
pression by teachers and having low self-esteem to be predictive of more serious 
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forms of drug abuse, such as ecstasy, heroin, and cocaine use. Children who are 
the victims of verbal and emotional abuse from their parents are also likely to 
have low self-esteem. This low self-esteem in turn leads to increased victimiza-
tion from other peers who take advantage of them.114 
 Oppression resulting in the use of passive acceptance is not limited to sub-
stance abuse. Wallace reported on the effects of oppression in student experi-
ences with delinquency in the schools. She found that students oppressed by 
teachers were more likely to be the victims of school delinquency than those 
who had not experienced such oppression. In an effort to examine the relation-
ship of oppression in the home to other forms of victimization, Wallace and 
Mueller studied the linkage between parental oppression and peer victimiza-
tion. They noted that children who had experienced parental oppression were 
more likely to be both verbally and physically abused by their peers. Further, 
fi ndings indicated that self-esteem played a signifi cant role in future victimiza-
tion, as children who were oppressed by their parents but who exhibited high 
levels of self-esteem were less likely to be victimized by their peers. 
 In looking at the relationship between differential oppression and the use 
of the exercise of illegitimate coercive power, Wallace was able to reveal that 
students who experienced oppression by parents and teachers were more likely 
to commit acts of low-level delinquency within the school. Low levels of self-
esteem increased students’ use of this particular adaptive reaction. Finally, Wal-
lace tested the role of oppression in the use of retaliation. Though the mea-
sures Wallace used were only indicative of students’ thoughts of retaliation, she 
found that oppression by parents and teachers signifi cantly increased retaliatory 
thoughts by students. As with exercise of illegitimate coercive power, low levels 
of self-esteem increased the likelihood of this reaction.115

Juvenile Justice Policy Applications

Confl ict theories have had little direct impact on either juvenile justice policy or 
broader social policy. Federal and state legislative bodies have been understand-
ably hesitant to consider policy changes that would require a restructuring of 
the larger society along socialist lines. Similarly, they have generally balked at 
dramatically redefi ning crime to either include broadly accepted business and 
economic practices associated with capitalism or to exclude “revolutionary” 
crimes of the economically or socially deprived or marginalized underdog.116 
 However, confl ict theory has contributed in many ways to the discourse 
within criminology and the larger society on the need to reduce structural in-
equalities based upon economic, social, racial, and gender differences and to 
eliminate discriminatory practices within the juvenile and adult justice systems. 
Differential oppression theory has led to recent calls for adults to refuse to defi ne 
children as objects and instead empower them with the essential fundamental 
constitutional rights adults enjoy. At minimum, seriously abused and neglected 
children should be quickly removed from dangerous and threatening home en-
vironments and placed in foster care or group homes designed to provide loving 
and supportive adult care and supervision.
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The theories discussed in this chapter represent explanations that have focused 
on the impact of interactions, inequalities in power, confl ict, and oppressive re-
lations between adults and children. Unlike strain and social control theories, 
labeling theory shows little interest in the immediate causes of individual de-
linquency, being more concerned with reactions to behavior and imbalances in 
power that stem from social arrangements. These theories tend to side with the 
adolescent and view the juvenile justice system in a critical light.

Labeling theory assumes that social control efforts produce more serious 
problem behaviors, especially juvenile delinquency. The social response to acts 
socially defi ned as delinquent results in individuals engaging in such acts being 
labeled as delinquents. It is the interactional process and impact of the response 
and label that is of greatest interest to labeling theorists. If there are solutions to 
the problem of delinquency, they are to be found in the juvenile justice system 
doing less, not more.

Confl ict explanations of delinquency assume that social order in contem-
porary, heterogeneous societies is maintained through coercion, force, and con-
frontation. These theories stress the effects of economic and political power, 
infl uence, and group interests on the development and enforcement of law. Solu-
tions to delinquency from the confl ict perspective largely focus on major social 
and economic structural changes designed to eliminate discriminatory laws and 
legal processes and equalize wealth and power. For example, differential oppres-
sion theory assumes that children develop in an arena of oppression. This op-
pressive environment has consequences for what children become and who they 
are in relation to adults. Adults impose their sense of order on children, whom 
they see as being inferior, which leads to maladaptive responses by children, 
including delinquency. Differential oppression theory, then, argues that the solu-
tion to delinquency lies not so much in reforming the juvenile or changing the 
juvenile justice system, but in changing adult perceptions of who children are: 
Children must be seen as equally valuable, autonomous, and independent hu-
man beings.
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Conduct norms Rules that refl ect the values, expectations, and actual behaviors of groups 

in everyday life. They are not necessarily the norms found in the criminal law. 

Confl ict theory Theory that argues that society is held together by force, coercion, and in-

timidation and that the law represents the interests of those in power. 

Crime norms Criminal laws that prohibit specifi c conduct and provide punishments for 

violations. 

Differential coercion theory Theory that states that children who are exposed to coercive 

environments are more likely to develop social-psychological defi cits that increase the 

possibility of their committing crimes. 

Differential oppression theory Delinquency is the culmination of a process that begins at 

conception and evolves through adolescence; the more a child is oppressed, the greater 

the likelihood he or she will become delinquent. 

Disintegrative shaming A form of negative labeling by the juvenile justice system that stig-

matizes and excludes targeted youths, tossing them into a class of outcasts. 
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Dualistic fallacy This idea questions the notion that delinquents and nondelinquents are 

two fundamentally different types of people. 

Integrated structural-Marxist theory Serious delinquency is the result of the reproduction 

of coercive control patterns tied to the relationship between production and class struc-

ture in capitalist societies. 

Labeling theory Assumes that social control leads to deviance; how behavior is reacted to 

determines whether it is defi ned as deviant. 

Master status The status of an individual that people react to fi rst when they see or meet 

him or her for the fi rst time. 

Primary deviation Deviant behavior that everyone engages in occasionally. 

Radical nonintervention An approach to juvenile justice whereby police and the courts 

would, whenever possible, “leave children alone.” 

Reintegrative shaming The expression of community disapproval of delinquency, followed 

by indications of forgiveness and reacceptance into the community. 

Retrospective interpretation The process of reinterpreting the child’s past behavior in an 

entirely new light on the basis of new information.

Secondary deviation Deviant behavior based on the youth’s taking on and accepting the 

deviant role as part of his or her identity. 

Social support The perceived and actual amount of instrumental and expressive or emo-

tional supports that one receives from primary relationships, social networks, and 

communities.
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D
evelopmental theories of delinquency constitute a diverse group 
of explanations that share several important features. While they 
borrow heavily from other schools of criminological thought, 
developmental theories (1) pull together or integrate the strongest 
elements of earlier theories, (2) suggest that the key risk factors 
associated with delinquency change as individuals grow older, 

(3) contend that the key protective factors associated with delinquency also 
change as people age, and (4) view delinquency as a pattern of behavior rather 
than an isolated event. Developmental theories are not as interested in accounting 
for why a child commits a particular delinquent act as they are in seeking to 
identify those factors that drive an individual’s entire criminal career. 

WHAT IS DEVELOPMENTAL THEORY?

Over the past decade, developmental theories, sometimes called life-course 
theories, have become among the most popular theories in criminology. Devel-
opmental theories operate on the assumption that antisocial behavior, such as 
delinquency, has to develop and is not simply the manifestation of an underly-
ing condition. Rather than attributing crime to the pathologies of the individual 
(e.g., damaged frontal lobes, low self-control, bad temper, or psychopathy) the 
developmental perspective points to life-experiences that mold individuals and 
send them along trajectories or pathways (see Chapter 5). These life trajectories 
can be positive, such as going to school or playing on a sports team, or negative, 
such as joining a criminal gang. Thus, developmental theories assert that every-
day problems with family, school, and work can snowball into larger problems, 
such as alcohol and drug use, gambling, and delinquency. Daniel Nagin and 
Raymond Paternoster capture the central idea of developmental theory:

Correlation between past and future behavior is not based on the predictive 
power of the initial distribution of criminal propensity or conventional oppor-
tunities and characteristics of the population. It is instead based upon the fact 
that some actions have dynamically increased the subsequent probability of 
crime by weakening previous inhibitions or strengthening previous incentives 
for criminal activity.1 

 Developmental theories have become popular with criminologists for two 
main reasons. First, earlier theories of delinquency were usually designed to ex-
plain whether juveniles were likely to become delinquent during a certain period 
of time or how much trouble they were likely to get into. Accordingly, they de-
voted little attention to the time ordering of potential causes of misbehavior and 
the acts of misbehavior themselves. Many theorists simply assumed that key risk 
factors, such as exposure to violent behavior, weak bonding, or status frustra-
tion, caused delinquency soon after they were experienced. Alternatively, some 
criminologists, such as Gottfredson and Hirschi (see Chapter 6), proposed that 
a static characteristic, such as a lack of self-control, was responsible for causing 
both delinquency and other problem behaviors. They assumed that the effect of 
low self-control persisted throughout one’s life and that the characteristic itself 
was relatively stable across life. Additionally, traditional criminologists did not 
usually devote much attention to how events that occurred during one part of 
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c h a p t e r  8 Developmental Theories 259

a person’s life (e.g., childhood) may infl uence behavior during later stages (e.g., 
adolescence). Indeed, the few criminologists that considered this issue failed to 
allow for the possibility that key risk factors might change as people mature.
 Second, traditional theorists have often treated delinquency exclusively as 
an outcome measure. That is, they have only been interested in examining why 
risk factors such as bad parenting, poor school performance, or association with 
deviant peers cause delinquent behavior. What they have not done is to allow 
for the possibility that delinquency itself may have important causal effects on 
its own presumed risk factors.2 For example, in Robert Agnew’s general strain 
theory he suggests that delinquency is the product of different types of strain, 
all of which can lead to delinquent behavior, depending on several condition-
ing factors (see Chapter 6). However, Agnew’s theory does not explicitly state 
that delinquency itself can produce strain. For instance, Agnew would contend 
that being expelled from school should produce strain, which under the right 
circumstances might drive a youth to delinquent behavior. Yet it is also possible 
that committing delinquency, for example, going to school under the infl uence 
of drugs or stealing from another student’s locker can be an important factor in 
why a youth is suspended or expelled. In such a situation, the delinquent act pre-
cedes or comes before the student’s experience of strain. Accordingly, it would 
be less likely for the strain of being expelled to be the cause of the delinquent 
behavior. 
 Developmental theories are different from other criminological theories in 
how they approach these issues. First, rather than being interested in predicting 

Source: © The New Yorker Collection 2001, Danny Shanahan from cartoonbank.com. All rights 
reserved.
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260 s e c t i o n  2 Explaining Delinquency

the prevalence or the incidence of delinquency, developmental theories explain 
changes in the progression of delinquent behavior over time, which criminolo-
gists call the delinquent career. Instead of being interested only in understand-
ing why a juvenile has committed a crime, or how many crimes he is likely to 
commit in the following year, a developmental theorist is more interested in ex-
plaining why the youth who seemed to be a “good kid” throughout his child-
hood suddenly started getting into trouble as a teenager. For example, while 
a social control theorist might try to determine whether a troubled teenager’s 
attachment to her parents is currently weak or strong, a developmental theo-
rist is likely to be interested in the teen’s entire history with his or her parents. 
The developmental theorist would contend that the parenting a child received at 
various ages is as important to understanding his or her present behavior as is 
the parenting that the child is currently receiving.
 In formulating their explanations, developmental theorists look beyond 
what happened in the lives of children immediately before they got into trouble. 
Instead, they try to determine what has occurred in an individual’s life for many 
years prior to the criminal or delinquent incident. These life situations are clas-
sifi ed into two broad categories: risk factors and protective factors. Risk factors 
are situations, settings, events, or characteristics that increase the likelihood that 
one will become delinquent. Protective factors are situations, settings, events, 
or characteristics that decrease the likelihood that one will become delinquent. 
Protective factors shield youths from contexts that contribute to delinquency or 
provide the resiliency to avoid crime. A list of common risk factors for delin-
quency appears in Box 8-1.
 Finally, some developmental theorists explicitly recognize that delinquency 
itself has an impact on the factors that are typically assumed to cause it. So, 
while strain theorists like Merton, Cohen, Cloward, Ohlin, and Agnew might 
argue that juveniles who become frustrated by their lack of access to legitimate 
means often band together to commit crimes, developmental theorists would as-
sert that the very act of committing crime is likely to push children further into 
delinquent subcultures.3 After all, juveniles who routinely break the law will 
probably become ostracized by their nondelinquent peers and have little choice 
but to associate with other youths more like them. 

DEVELOPMENTAL THEORY AND THE AGE–CRIME CURVE

Much of the early impetus for the creation of developmental theory came from 
a growing understanding of the age–crime curve, which is a line showing that 
crime rates increase during preadolescence, peak in middle adolescence, and 
steadily decline thereafter (see Figure 8-1).4 
 Remarkably, the curve did not seem to depend on the type of crime be-
ing studied, where the investigation occurred, which ethnic, racial, or socio-
economic group subjects belonged to, or whether they were male or female. In 
all cases, the shape of the age–crime curve tended to be very similar. So for 
example, although most criminologists would agree that proportionally, inner-
city, African American males engage in more delinquent acts than middle-class, 
white females, the delinquent behavior of both groups tends to peak during ado-
lescence. Young children and mature adults from both groups commit relatively 
few crimes when compared to their teenage counterparts.5 

If the seeds of delinquent 

behavior are planted 

in early childhood, is it 

too late to do anything 

when teenagers begin 

misbehaving? Should 

society require parenting 

classes to make sure that 

everyone “gets it right” 

during childhood? 

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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CHILD FACTORS PEER FACTORS

Diffi cult temperament Delinquent siblings

Impulsive behavior Delinquent peers

Hyperactivity (occurring with disruptive behavior) Rejection by peers

Impulsivity

Substance use SCHOOL FACTORS

Aggression Poor academic performance
Early onset disruptive behaviors Old age for grade level
Withdrawn behaviors Weak bonding to school
Low intelligence Low educational aspirations
Lead toxicity Low school motivation
  Dysfunctional school

FAMILY FACTORS NEIGHBORHOOD FACTORS

Parental antisocial or delinquent behaviors Neighborhood disadvantage

Parental substance abuse Disorganized neighborhood

Parental child rearing practices Availability of weapons

Poor supervision Media portrayal of violence

Poor communication

Physical punishment

Poor parent–child relations

Parental physical and/or sexual abuse

Parental neglect

Maternal depression

Mother’s smoking during pregnancy

Teenage motherhood

Parental disagreement on child discipline

Single parenthood

Large family size

High turnover of caretakers

Low family socioeconomic status

Unemployed parent

Poorly educated mother

Family access to weapons (especially guns)

Source: Adapted from Rolf Loeber and David Farrington, “The Signifi cance of Child Delinquency,” pages 1–24 in Rolf Loeber and 

David Farrington (eds.), Child Delinquents: Development, Intervention, and Service Needs (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage, 2001).

Developmental Risk Factors for Delinquency
A  W I N D O W  O F  D E L I N Q U E N C Yb o x  8 - 1
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262 s e c t i o n  2 Explaining Delinquency

 The universality of this fi nding led criminologists to ask a number of im-
portant questions. First, is the age–crime curve universal? Does it accurately 
represent the behavior of all adolescents, or is it a composite of many different 
patterns of delinquent development? To better understand these distinctions, see 
Figure 8-2. Second, what causes the near universal spike in delinquent behav-
ior experienced in adolescence? Criminologists began wondering whether it was 
simply that teenagers are exposed to higher levels of risk factors than people of 
other ages. For instance, some began wondering whether teenagers might ex-
perience higher levels of strain than younger children or adults. Perhaps lower-
class teens were simply more likely to become frustrated with the inequities of 
the school system, much like Cohen originally suggested (see Chapter 6). 
 On the other hand, some criminologists theorized that there could be some-
thing unique about young people going through this developmental period that 
may explain their behavior. To put it differently, perhaps it was not so much the 
fact that external factors affecting teenagers were unique, but rather that young 
people themselves perceived them differently. Perhaps teenagers place greater or 
lesser importance on certain risk factors than people of other ages, For exam-
ple, Sung Jang and Marvin Krohn have shown that parental attachment may be 
more important to younger children than to teens.6 So, while a strongly bonded 
child fi nds it almost impossible to engage in delinquency, an older adolescent, 
even one with a strong bond to her parents, may still feel free to engage in illegal 
activity. Similarly, Persephanie Silverthorn and Paul Frick contend that young 
children look up to their teachers and place a great deal of importance on their 
schoolwork. These prosocial infl uences help keep young children out of trouble. 
However, as people grow older, the importance of these factors fades, and the 
world of delinquency opens up.7 

figure 8-1 Representative Age–Crime Curve
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c h a p t e r  8 Developmental Theories 263

 These types of observations sparked interest in developmental theory. In 
fact, research into these issues continues today. While most criminologists be-
lieve the curve represents a composite of different developmental pathways, 
those who believe that some individual-level construct accounts for crime do 
not. They reject the argument that delinquent behavior and the factors that in-
fl uence it fl uctuate over time.8 Instead, they suggest that a child’s delinquent 
propensity, an inner or constitutional indicator of criminality that infl uences the 
likelihood of becoming delinquent, is established during childhood and remains 
virtually unaltered thereafter. Richard Herrnstein described this rationale in the 
following way, “It would be an overstatement to say ‘once a criminal always 
a criminal,’ but it would be closer to the truth than to deny the evidence of a 
unifying and long-enduring pattern of encounters with the law for most seri-
ous offenders.”9 In other words, life events and circumstances may have subtle 
infl uences on one’s behavior at any given point in time, for example, getting 
a good job or starting a family may temporarily keep a person with low self-
control out of trouble, but not indefi nitely. Along these lines, some criminolo-
gists assert that people with high delinquent propensity will relapse into antiso-
cial lifestyles and eventually engage in behavior that jeopardizes their jobs and 
families and thereby fall back into antisocial, self-destructive, and ultimately 
delinquent behavior. The next section reviews the major developmental theories 
in criminology and explores ways that the theoretical ideas attempt to explain 
how both conventional and delinquent, or good and bad behavior, develop over 
the life-course.

figure 8-2 Various Delinquent Trajectories

25

20

15

10

5

0
1 3 5 7 9 11 13 15 17 19 21 23 25 27 29 31 33 35

Le
ve

l o
f 

D
el

in
qu

en
cy

Age (years)

Conformists
Adolescence-Limited Offenders
Chronic Deviants
Late Starters
Early Desistors

M4313.indb   263M4313.indb   263 8/23/07   4:09:37 PM8/23/07   4:09:37 PM



264 s e c t i o n  2 Explaining Delinquency

DEVELOPMENTAL THEORIES OF DELINQUENCY

At fi rst glance, some of the theories discussed in this chapter may appear to have 
little in common with one another. However, two things will become clear as 
you explore them. First, the theories borrow heavily from earlier perspectives 
offered in an array of academic disciplines including developmental psychology, 
child psychology, human development and family studies, behavioral genetics, 
criminology, and criminal justice. The concepts on which they are based, such 
as poor parenting, problems in school, and association with delinquent peers, 
are not new, rather they are factors that criminologists have long considered. 
However, this new set of developmental theories considers many of the tradi-
tional risk factors in a different light. Developmental perspectives focus on how 
the importance of these individual components varies over the life course. More-
over, many of the theories describe how experiencing a given risk factor at one 
stage of life might infl uence behavior at subsequent stages of life—something 
that traditional theories of delinquency usually did not do. 
 One of the fi rst sociologists to propose the idea that events that occur dur-
ing one stage of life can have strong infl uences on later behavior was Glen Elder. 
According to Elder, historical events, such as economic depressions and wars 
might affect a variety of developmental outcomes, including delinquency. Pre-
cisely when such events occur in an individual’s life is important to how they 
are experienced. For example, one would not expect the effects of an economic 
depression to be the same on individuals who experience it as young children as 
compared to those who experience it as teenagers. Moreover, precocious transi-
tions, key life events that occur too early in life, are likely to have adverse effects 
on development.10 This in turn can start a cycle of undesirable outcomes into 
motion. For example, adolescents who become parents early in life may fi nd it 
diffi cult to fi nish school and achieve a stable position in the job market, which 
can push them into lifestyles characterized by poverty, substance abuse, and 
crime. It is believed that the greater the number of precocious transitions an in-
dividual experiences, the more likely he is to engage in problem behaviors. Thus, 
a boy who becomes sexually active at age 11, fathers a child at age 14, drops out 
of school at age 15, and marries at age 16 is more likely to participate in crime 
than a boy who experiences only one of these precocious transitions.11 

Gerald Patterson 

Gerald Patterson’s coercive exchange theory explores how early parenting infl u-
ences delinquent behavior. He focuses on the exchanges that take place between 
parents and children immediately after the children have misbehaved. If the 
parents consistently react to antisocial behavior with fair, effective discipline, 
the children quickly learn that misbehavior carries unpleasant consequences. 
In turn, the children learn to behave and abide by societal rules. However, if 
parents fail to monitor their children and if parental discipline is lax or incon-
sistent, children fail to internalize this important lesson. Worse, some children 
actually learn to use extreme misbehavior, such as temper tantrums, to discour-
age parental discipline. This situation is called a coercive exchange, and when 
it occurs, the usual roles become reversed, and the child ends up controlling the 
behavior of the adult.12 

M4313.indb   264M4313.indb   264 8/23/07   4:09:37 PM8/23/07   4:09:37 PM



c h a p t e r  8 Developmental Theories 265

 Imagine, for example, a situation in which a child sees a toy in a store and 
asks her parents to buy it. The parents decide that the toy is too expensive and 
refuse. The child reacts by becoming angry, stomping her feet and using a loud, 
assertive voice to demand that the parents reconsider. This situation is embar-
rassing and uncomfortable for the parents. At this point, the parents can react 
in at least one of two ways. First, they can give in and buy the child the toy to 
avoid making a scene in the store. Second, they can reassert their authority and, 
if necessary, discipline the child for throwing a temper tantrum.
 Although the fi rst alternative will likely be easier on the parents, Patterson 
argues that choosing it sets a dangerous precedent. First, it teaches children that 
they can force their parents to reconsider a negative answer by increasing their 
level of misbehavior. Therefore, misbehavior can be used as a method of getting 
exactly what a child wants. Second, if the parent gives in, the child’s temper tan-
trum ceases and that is a negative reinforcement that teaches the parent to give 
in to future confrontations. Patterson believes that such early exchanges can 
have profound effects on children’s development. Children who are inconsis-
tently disciplined, especially those who master coercive exchanges, grow up to 
be teenagers and adults who commit crimes. Such individuals are taught to defy 
authority fi gures, reject rules, and use violence and other forms of misbehavior 
to solve their problems. 
 Patterson was one of the fi rst scholars to differentiate the two general classes 
of offenders, those whose onset occurred early in life and those whose onset oc-
curred later in life. Other criminologists, such as Terrie Moffi tt, have utilized 
this conceptualization in their theories. Early starters are exposed to inept, co-
ercive, or authoritarian parenting. These experiences instill an overall negativity 
that leads to rejection by conventional peers, dislike of school, anger, low self-
esteem, and mental health problems such as depression. As early as fourth grade, 
these children are identifi able for their school failure and are especially prone to 
associate with similarly situated peers.13 Early starters are often arrested by age 
14 and are most likely to engage in chronic criminality.14 
 By comparison, such prob-
lems are not expected from 
late starters, individuals whose 
onset of delinquency occurs 
after age 14. Late starters are 
delinquents who are particu-
larly prone to the infl uences of 
delinquent peers if their par-
ents poorly monitored their 
behavior. For late-starting, or 
“normal” delinquents, the sig-
nifi cant relationship between 
delinquent peer association 
and delinquency is so robust 
that it has been found to medi-
ate other known correlates of 
crime such as socioeconomic 
status. Patterson’s theory has enjoyed a great deal of empirical support, and his 
approach has proven crucial in demonstrating the contributions that families 
and peers have in producing delinquent behavior.15 

How practical is 

Patterson’s advice? Are 

there situations where 

social norms force 

parents into coercive 

exchanges? Should 

parents spank children to 

stop a temper tantrum?

t h i n ka b o u t  i t

theor y  in  a  nutshel l
Gerald Patterson

Patterson focuses on the exchanges that take 

place between parents and children immedi-

ately after the child misbehaves. If parents 

consistently react to antisocial behavior with 

fair, effective discipline, children learn that 

misbehavior carries unpleasant consequences. 

However, if parental discipline is lax or incon-

sistent, children are likely to become teens 

who engage in delinquency.
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Terrie Moffitt

Like Patterson’s work, Terrie Moffi tt’s developmental taxonomy suggests that 
there are two types of delinquents: adolescence-limited and life-course persistent 
offenders (see Chapter 2). Adolescence-limited offenders comprise the bulk of 
the delinquent population; approximately 90 percent of delinquents are of this 
type. Adolescence-limited offenders are generally able to resist any antisocial 
impulses that they may have and are by and large law-abiding citizens. As their 
label implies, however, adolescence-limited offenders engage in delinquency for 
a brief period during their teen years. Driving their deviance is the ambiguity 
of puberty and adolescent development. During this phase, youths often have 
diffi culty grappling with quickly changing expectations and responsibilities that 
are a function of age, such as obtaining a driver’s license, dating, having a job, 
the demands of peer relationships, and the overall angst of being a teenager. By 
observing the delinquent behavior of serious delinquents, a process Moffi tt calls 
“social mimicry,” adolescence-limited offenders believe that a certain level of 
autonomy and adult reinforcement actually comes from “bad” behavior.16 
 A desire for adult status is the primary motivation for delinquent behavior 
in that their delinquency consists of generally low-level offenses, such as under-
age drinking, marijuana use, shoplifting, and vandalism. Alex Piquero and Tim-
othy Brezina studied offending patterns of about 2,000 males and found that 
adolescence-limited offenders, as theorized by Moffi tt, engaged in rebellious but 
not violent forms of delinquency during the diffi cult stages of puberty.17 Seth 
Schwartz and his colleagues similarly found that young people are less likely to 
conform to societal rules as they transition into adulthood.18 Because adoles-
cence-limited offenders are portrayed as nonserious delinquents, criminologists 
have tended to pay less attention to them. Nevertheless, studies of criminal ca-
reers have generally demonstrated that a substantial group of delinquents limit 
their antisocial conduct to the teen years.19 
 Life-course persistent offenders have received much more empirical atten-
tion from criminologists because such offenders are considered to be the most 
threatening to society. According to Moffi tt, two types of neuropsychological 
defects, verbal and executive functions, give rise to an assortment of antisocial 
behaviors. Verbal functions include reading ability, receptive listening, problem-
solving skill, memory, speech articulation, writing, and in short, verbal intel-
ligence. Executive functions relate to behavioral and personality characteristics, 
such as inattention, hyperactivity, and impulsivity (see Chapter 5). Children with 
these neuropsychological defi cits are restless, fi dgety, destructive, noncompliant, 
and can be violent.20

 As these children age, their tendencies toward antisocial behavior create 
friction in most of their social interactions with family, school, and peer groups. 
This causes life-course persistent children to be shunned and ostracized both 
by other adolescents and adults, such as parents and teachers. This social rejec-
tion pushes them to begin associating with other problem children and encour-
ages further misbehavior. Eventually, life-course persistent offenders become 
locked in cycles of increasingly serious misbehavior and negative reactions that 
culminate in adult criminal careers, a process known as cumulative disadvan-
tage.21 Two other circumstances cause disadvantages for children with life-
course persistent offender characteristics. First, such children often resemble 
their parents in terms of temperament, personality, and cognitive ability. In this 
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way, the parents of life-course persistent offenders are themselves poorly tem-
pered, impulsive, and prone to use violence to resolve disputes. This cycle of dis-
advantage further worsens the child’s social development.22 
 Second, such children are disproportionately raised in impoverished home 
environments that are appalling by material, social, and health standards. One 
of the more damaging environmental factors is early exposure to lead, which is 
more commonly found in environments characterized by poverty. For instance, 
Douglas Ris and his colleagues supervise the Cincinnati Lead Study, which is a 
longitudinal examination of the effects of lead exposure on adolescent develop-
ment. They report that children who have been exposed to lead have increased 
educational and cognitive risks and that the effects are more pronounced in boys 
than girls.23 Bruce Lanphear and his colleagues similarly report that children 
who are exposed to lead and mercury suffer from an array of behavioral prob-
lems, intellectual defi cits, and health problems that limit their development.24 In 
September 2006, researchers surveyed 4,704 children from the National Health 
and Nutrition Examination Study to examine the long-term consequences of 
exposure to environmental lead. It was discovered that children with the highest 
blood–lead concentration were more than 400 percent more likely to develop 
ADHD than children with lower lead exposure. Indeed, lead exposure accounts 
for more than nearly 290,000 excess cases of ADHD in American children.25 
Although children with ADHD are not the same as Moffi tt’s life-course persis-
tent offender group, they are related concepts. 
 Once thrust into impoverished circumstances, youths described as life-
course persistent offenders continually behave poorly and face consequences 
that narrow their options for future success. As Moffi tt stated in her original 
conceptualization of the taxon-
omy, the behavioral repertoire 
of the life-course persistent of-
fender is limited to negativity, 
rejection, and delinquency. It 
is well documented that such 
youths often suffered through 
adverse childhoods, demon-
strated an array of problematic 
and antisocial behaviors, and 
generally led lives of crime and 
involvement with the criminal 
justice system.26 Most sad of 
all, many of the environmen-
tal causes that wrought harm 
on this group could have been 
prevented. 

Robert Sampson and John Laub 

According to Robert Sampson and John Laub, the development of delinquency is 
infl uenced by factors ranging from structural conditions, such as socioeconomic 
status and family structure, to individual traits like temperament, to traditional 
social control concepts, such as bonding, attachment, and supervision. Unlike 
many earlier theorists, however, they argue that the importance of these factors 

theor y  in  a  nutshel l
Terrie Moffitt

Moffi tt believes delinquents are either life-

course persistent or adolescence-limited of-

fenders. Life-course persistent offenders suf-

fer from a variety of psychosocial defi cits. The 

process of cumulative disadvantage frequently 

turns them from troubled adolescents into ca-

reer criminals. Conversely, adolescence-lim-

ited offenders become involved in delinquency 

during a brief period of teenage rebellion. 
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varies over the life course. Specifi cally, Sampson and Laub’s age-graded theory of 
informal social control argues that informal social controls such as involvement 
in family, work, and school, mediate structural context and explain criminal 
involvement even in the face of the underlying level of criminal propensity. Like 
theorists who favor “kinds of people” explanations for delinquency, Sampson 
and Laub acknowledge that people differ both in their underlying criminal pro-
pensity and the likelihood of placing themselves in troublesome situations. Un-
like other theorists, however, they suggest that people acquire different amounts 
of social capital from informal social control networks and this social capital 
explains the continuity in antisocial behaviors across various life stages. Persons 
with low social capital and past criminal involvement mortgage their future life 
chances—a process referred to as the cumulative continuity of disadvantage. 
On the other hand, the development of conventional adult social bonds or expe-
riencing particular turning points can “right” previously deviant pathways such 
as juvenile delinquency, unemployment, and substance abuse, and place an indi-
vidual onto a trajectory toward more successful outcomes. Rather than viewing 
the causes of delinquency as overly simplistic and deterministic, Sampson and 
Laub stress that change or dynamism characterizes criminal careers since even 
the most active offender desists over the life course. For instance, 60-year-old 
criminals are not as active and violent as they were at age 17, and Sampson and 
Laub’s theory helps to account for such changes.27 
 Their theory has been very infl uential. Their own research applies modern 
statistical methods to data of 500 offi cially defi ned delinquents and a matched 
sample of 500 nondelinquents originally collected by Sheldon Glueck and Elea-
nor Glueck. Overall, they have found that family processes, such as the amount 
of maternal supervision, parental discipline style, and attachment to parents are 
among the most robust predictors of serious delinquency. These family variables 
largely mediate background social class factors and predict delinquency even 
when considering the antisocial dispositions of both children and their parents.28 
By the term “mediate,” Sampson and Laub mean that if adults are currently in-
volved in the “right” types of behavior, such as having a job or marriage, they 
can stop committing crime even if they had an extensive criminal background. 
On the other hand, even previously nondelinquent people may begin engaging 
in crime during adulthood if they are not effectively bonded to society through 
marriage, work, military, or some other positive social institution. 
 Even though Sampson and Laub’s theory stresses the importance of local 
life circumstances, they do not entirely ignore the negative consequences of an-
tisocial behavior that occurs during childhood. For instance, they found that 
childhood delinquency was predictive of an array of deviant characteristics in 
adulthood. However, such relationships often disappeared once adult social 
bonds were considered. In their words, “adult social bonds not only have impor-
tant effects on adult crime in and of themselves, but help to explain the proba-
bilistic links in the chain connecting early childhood differences and later adult 
crime.”29 
 Sampson and Laub’s theory helps us to understand the entire life-course 
or human development aspects of delinquency. While poverty and family cir-
cumstances set the initial conditions for delinquency, in that children born in 
disadvantaged areas are more likely to be exposed to criminogenic conditions, 
these factors do not directly explain why these children are more likely to grow 
up delinquent. Instead, they infl uence what is likely to happen to the children 
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as they grow up. Young people born into impoverished, disorganized neighbor-
hoods are more likely to experience scholastic diffi culties and are less likely to 
have good relationships with their parents. As adolescents, they are less likely 
to build strong ties within their families and experience frequent and effective 
parental supervision. For their part, impoverished parents will be more likely 
to work long hours and to have less time to devote to their children. Taken to-
gether, these factors will increase the risk that disadvantaged children will begin 
spending time in the company of other disadvantaged children, in settings where 
delinquency is likely to take place. For example, while middle- and upper-class 
children are likely to spend much of their time at home, in organized extra-
curricular activities, or in places where there is at least some adult supervision, 
many lower-class children will spend much of their time hanging out on street 
corners—a setting where gang recruitment is a very real possibility. 
 In general, Sampson and Laub suggest that problems experienced during 
the early stages of life have adverse effects on later stages. If a child experiences 
structural disadvantage, this makes it more likely that he or she will experience 
poor parenting in early adolescence, which in turn will lead to increased as-
sociations with delinquent peers later in adolescence. These steps represent the 
“building blocks” of a typical delinquent career. However, Sampson and Laub 
do allow for the possibility that important life events, or turning points—which 
are key life events that can either drive someone toward delinquent behavior or 
initiate the process of desisting from it—can “derail” delinquent careers and 
push people back onto prosocial developmental pathways. Two of the most im-
portant turning points are marriage and steady employment. Imagine, for ex-
ample, a situation in which a delinquent boy who spends much of his time on 
the street in the company of gang members is able to land a steady job and then 
meets a prosocial girlfriend. 
According to Sampson and 
Laub, this young man should 
thereafter spend much less time 
associating with his delinquent 
peers and will less often fi nd 
himself in situations where de-
linquency is both possible and 
encouraged. He may also come 
to realize that he now has much 
to lose by being delinquent. 
He may, for example, begin to 
think that committing crimes 
with his friends is not worth 
the risk of getting arrested, 
fi red, or rejected by his new 
girlfriend. Over time, Samp-
son and Laub suggest that this 
boy will become more deeply 
involved in a conventional, pro-
social lifestyle, and eventually his delinquent career will end (see Figure 8-3). 
Therefore, this theory not only offers an explanation for how children become 
delinquent but also an argument for how delinquent youth and adults are able to 
“go straight.”30

theor y  in  a  nutshel l
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Terence Thornberry 

Terence Thornberry’s interactional theory is another important developmental 
approach, which stresses that all human behavior occurs in the context of so-
cial interaction. Social interaction affects everyone and is complex, overlapping, 
multidirectional, or reciprocal. For example, children who are attached to their 
parents are likely to harbor conventional values and beliefs (of course, provided 
that the parents harbor and teach such values and beliefs) and thus likely be 
committed to school. Over time, a serious commitment to school will bolster 
one’s support of conventional beliefs and solidify relationships with parents, 
who will be pleased the child is performing well in school. Conversely, children 
who are not committed to school are likely to weaken their relationship with 
their parents and more likely to initiate or strengthen relationships with peers 
who are not committed to school. Social interactions that lead to both prosocial 
and antisocial values and behaviors are constantly in fl ux, overlapping, and in 
the process of development.31 In other words, the causes and consequences of 
delinquency are diffi cult to separate. 
 These ideas have been supported with data from the Rochester Youth De-
velopment Study, a panel study of middle-school children from Rochester, New 
York. As conceptualized, school and family bonding variables predict delin-
quency, which in turn weakens school and family bonding.32 Once involvement 
in delinquency has begun, its interactional effects are often diffi cult for youth 
to overcome. Delinquent behavior and association with delinquent peers have a 
synergistic effect whereby antisocial or delinquent beliefs become increasingly 
important to the youth. In other words, their delinquent beliefs and persona 
become hardened, further impacting what types of people delinquent youth 
associate with. For this reason, desisting from crime is a process, not a discrete 

figure 8-3  Mapping Delinquency Theory: Sampson and Laub’s 
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event, whereby offenders gradually transition from a social network centered 
on delinquency to one centered on conventional behavior. Most important for 
developmental theory, Thornberry’s theory asserts that one’s involvement in so-
cial institutions such as family, school, and work are directly, indirectly, and 
variably related to delinquency. Additionally, there is considerable behavioral 
change and responsiveness to parents, peers, and social institutions within indi-
viduals as they pass through adolescence.33 
 Like many theories of delinquency, interactional theory suggests that the 
roots of delinquent behavior begin with structural disadvantage, particularly 
low socioeconomic status. This results in low initial levels of parental attach-
ment, belief in conventional values, and commitment to school. These factors, 
in turn, lead to increased associations with delinquent peers and the promo-
tion of delinquent values, both of which are subsequently related to delinquency. 
Thornberry believes that the importance of key factors change as people age. 
For example, he argues that the importance of parental attachment declines as 
people move from early to late adolescence. 
 Based on interactional theory, the more delinquent a child becomes, the more 
likely he is to experience all other criminogenic factors. Terence Thornberry and 
Marvin Krohn recently extended interactional theory to explain continuity and 
changes in the offending careers of serious offenders. Suppose that an adolescent 
boy has a very poor relationship with his parents. This makes it less likely that he 
will spend much time at home and more likely that he will associate with delin-
quent peers. Together, these factors increase the probability that he will engage 
in delinquent behavior. The more delinquency he commits, however, the more 
likely he is to continue associ-
ating with his delinquent peer 
group as opposed to his parents 
or other prosocial friends. If the 
parents become aware of his de-
linquent behavior, it may also 
create family strife that will 
further damage the boy’s rela-
tionship with his parents, caus-
ing him to spend even less time 
at home. These developments 
in turn will further increase the 
probability of deeper involve-
ment with the delinquent peer 
group and more serious delin-
quent behavior. Eventually, the 
boy may become hopelessly 
locked into an amplifying cycle 
of delinquent behavior.34 

Joseph Weis, Richard Catalano, and J. David Hawkins

Since 1981 Joseph Weis, Richard Catalano, J. David Hawkins, and other re-
searchers at the University of Washington have conducted the Seattle Social 
Development Project, which is a longitudinal study of more than 800 children 
who were enrolled in fi fth grade in 1985 in 18 of the Seattle public elementary 
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schools. The study is based on the researchers’ social development model, which 
claims that the causes of delinquency are complex, multifaceted, and ultimately 
the outcome of an individual’s journey along overlapping prosocial and anti-
social paths. The social development model is rooted in the theoretical traditi-
ons of differential association, social control, and social learning and focuses 
on four specifi c periods of development: (1) preschool, (2) elementary school, 
(3) middle school, and (4) high school. According to the theory, socializing agents 
such as family, school, peers, and others teach and inculcate both “good” and 
“bad” behaviors to children. At each stage of development, children are faced 
with risk and protective factors toward delinquency. Four factors comprise the 
socialization processes occurring during the four periods of development, these 
are (1) opportunities for involvement in activities and interactions with others, 
(2) the degree of involvement and interaction, (3) the skills to participate in these 
involvements and interactions, and (4) the reinforcement forthcoming from per-
formance in activities and interactions.35 
 An interesting component of the social development model is its explicit fo-
cus on developmental processes across various stages of childhood development 
for all types of individuals. In other words, the theory views antisocial behavior 
and the risks for antisocial behavior generally and not prescriptively for high-risk 
groups. Perhaps because of this, some of the empirical tests of the social devel-
opment model are slightly at odds with the claims of other developmental theo-
ries. For example, researchers have found that the theory is applicable or can be 
generalized to males and females and children from divergent social class back-
grounds.36 Although it is well known that these groups have varying involvement 
in delinquency and victimization, the processes by which they are exposed or 
protected from delinquency refl ect commonality, not differences in development. 
Similarly, children whose crimes onset occurred at different ages nevertheless 
followed similar developmental patterns toward violent behavior at adulthood. 
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Learning Delinquent
Values

Weak Social
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figure 8-4 Mapping Delinquency Theory: Thornberry’s Interactional Theory
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 Overall, the social development model speaks to the delinquencies and con-
ventional behaviors of many social groups.37 It claims that social structure sets 
the initial condition for how strongly an individual is likely to be bonded to con-
ventional society. For poor children, this bond is typically weak. Disadvantaged 
adolescents usually see little opportunity or hope for prosocial involvement. They 
also lack the skills necessary to succeed in the conventional world. However, such 
children frequently have access to delinquent opportunity structures and possess 
the skills necessary to excel at delinquency. Therefore, they usually begin asso-
ciating with delinquent peers and end up on antisocial developmental pathways. 
Just the opposite is true for more affl uent children. Not only are such youth so-
cialized with the skills necessary to succeed in conventional society, they often 
lack access to illegitimate opportunities. They also frequently have much to lose 
by engaging in delinquent 
behavior and often form 
strong bonds with parents, 
teachers, and prosocial 
friends who push them to-
ward conventional develop-
mental pathways. Finally, the 
theory is heavily geared to-
ward delinquency preven-
tion, and its authors have 
painstakingly identifi ed the 
mechanisms by which social 
institutions and socialization 
agents promote healthy (e.g., 
protective factors) and mal-
adaptive development (e.g., 
exposure to risk factors). 

Ronald Simons 

Ronald Simons and his colleagues have empirically tested many of the devel-
opmental theories described in this chapter. Based on data from an ongoing 
longitudinal study of more than 450 Iowa families, Simons and his colleagues 
are able to examine how antisocial behavior that occurs during childhood and 
adolescence affects various outcomes in adulthood. Like Sampson, Laub, Patter-
son, and others, Simons shows that both delinquency and prosocial behavior are 
long-term processes heavily affected by participation in social institutions. Ad-
ditionally, Simons and his colleagues are among a relatively few criminologists 
who have studied individuals living in rural areas. As such, they can consider 
the multiple routes that adolescents may take in becoming delinquent and see if 
traditional pathways are limited to youths living in urban settings. For instance, 
the researchers have reported that association with deviant peers, socioeconomic 
status, and parenting techniques can steer youths into positive or negative path-
ways. Late starters, or persons initially engaging in delinquency after age 14, 
who were in strong marriages were signifi cantly less involved in crime than their 
peers who were single or in problematic marriages. Simons and his colleagues 
argue for “consideration of the manner in which peer friendships, as well as 
other social relationships, may operate to amplify or moderate the antisocial 
tendencies fostered by ineffectual parental behavior.” 38 In other words, they 

theor y  in  a  nutshel l
Joseph Weis, Richard Catalano, 
and J. David Hawkins

Weis and his colleagues believe that dis-

advantaged youths see little opportunity for 

prosocial involvement and lack the skills nec-

essary to succeed in the conventional world. 

These youths also have access to delinquent 

opportunity structures and possess the skills 

necessary to excel at delinquency. Thus, they 

frequently associate with delinquent peers and 

participate in crime. However, early interven-

tions may interrupt this process.

M4313.indb   273M4313.indb   273 8/23/07   4:09:40 PM8/23/07   4:09:40 PM



274 s e c t i o n  2 Explaining Delinquency

have shown that criminal propensity as measured by childhood and adolescent 
misconduct often disappears once the effects of family, school, and peers are 
considered. The importance of this point cannot be missed. It means that infor-
mal social control networks and mundane experiences, such as getting married, 
having a job, or being in school, are more powerful explanations of delinquency 
than latent, kinds-of-people trait explanations (see Chapter 5).39 
 A unique contribution from Simons’ research relates to how a romantic rela-
tionship with a prosocial partner can help “derail” a delinquent career. Simons 
suggests that individuals who have been delinquent throughout their adolescent 
years and those who have become strongly committed to a deviant peer group 
are not likely to form stable unions with nondelinquent partners. They are un-
likely to associate with the same groups as prosocial individuals and will not 
appear to be attractive partners to potential prosocial mates. This stems from 
the fact that many serious delinquents and their prospective romantic partners 
will have poor social skills, substance abuse problems, lengthy criminal records, 
little education, and a poor work history. Instead, chronically antisocial individ-
uals are likely to become romantically involved with other antisocial individuals 
because they often come into contact with them. This process, known as assor-
tative mating, leads to continued involvement with deviant peer networks, dys-
functional domestic relationships, and a lack of success in the job market. All of 
these factors predict a continuation of delinquent careers into adulthood.40 
 Interestingly, the effect of romantic relationships on delinquency appears to 
work differently for males and females. Regardless of gender, delinquency and 
affi liation with delinquent peers led to having an antisocial romantic partner 
as a young adult. However, romantic relationships exerted more infl uence on 
girls than boys. More recent research by Dana Haynie and her colleagues also 
reported that during adolescence, delinquency by girls is more dependent on ro-
mantic partners than for boys.41 Why is that the case? For a variety of reasons, 
males and females draw potential romantic partners from very different groups. 
Especially during adolescence, 
it is not uncommon for girls, 
even prosocial girls, to date 
delinquent boys. Conversely, it 
is highly unlikely that conven-
tional boys will date delinquent 
girls. Andrea Leverentz found 
that formerly delinquent girls 
almost exclusively date former 
drug users or ex-offenders.42 Be-
cause of this, girls are more sus-
ceptible to the delinquent infl u-
ences of their signifi cant others 
(see Figure 8-5). 

EVALUATION OF DEVELOPMENTAL THEORY

The individual building blocks of developmental theories, such as poverty, neu-
ropsychological defi cits, weak bonding, association with delinquent peers, coer-
cive exchanges, and assortative mating, are all associated with criminality. Most 
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criminologists agree that adolescents can follow more than one pathway to de-
linquency and that the key predictors of misbehavior likely change over time. 
Many also recognize that the risk and protective factors associated with delin-
quency are involved in reciprocal causal relationships. As a whole, the develop-
mental perspective has enjoyed widespread support within the research com-
munity.43 For example, consider the following point about the developmental 
differences between individuals whose delinquency fi rst appears during child-
hood as compared to those whose onset occurs during adolescence:

The taxonomy of childhood versus adolescent-onset antisocial behavior has 
been codifi ed in the DSM-IV [produced by the American Psychiatric Associa-
tion], presented in many abnormal psychology and criminology textbooks and 
invoked in the NIMH [National Institute of Mental Health] Factsheet, Child 
and Adolescent Violence Research, the U. S. Surgeon General’s report Youth 
Violence, the World Health Organization’s World Report on Violence and 
Health, and the National Institutes of Health’s State-of-the-Science Consensus 
Statement in Preventing Violence.44

Thus, in part due to their real-world application, developmental theories of de-
linquency have been extremely successful.
 Of course, developmental theories are not perfect. Although the theories pay 
lip service to social structure, developmental theories are overwhelmingly indi-
vidualistic. For instance, Per-Olof Wikstrom and Robert Sampson argue that 
(1) studies of developmental pathways neglect the infl uence of a wider social 
context, (2) research on individual risk factors has largely failed to specify the 
causal mechanisms that link the risk factors to acts of crime or delinquent path-
ways, (3) research on environmental infl uences has largely failed to specify the 
causal mechanisms that link social context to crime, (4) interactions between 
individual characteristics and community contexts are poorly understood, and 
(5) existing approaches to crime prevention and policy are poorly integrated.45 
Thus, if developmental theories claim to take a multilevel, comprehensive per-
spective on delinquency, they must do a better job of including sociological in-
fl uences on behavior. 

figure 8-5 Mapping Delinquency Theory: Simons and Assor tive Mating
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 Developmental theories can also be criticized for not being theories at all, 
but rather descriptive models of how conventional and delinquent behavior 
unfolds over time. Michael Gottfredson states that most development theories 
lack parsimony, have diffi culty explaining the versatility or generality of delin-
quency, and minimize the evidence of criminal propensity, whereas general the-
ories of crime account for these issues.46 Developmental theories are also simi-
lar with their focus on social institutions as determinants of behavior and offer 
only slight variations in terminology. For instance, Janet Lauritsen argues that 
it is unclear how developmental theories differ from one another in that they 
all strive to understand reciprocal relationships among families, peers, schools, 
and individuals. Lauritsen also believes that these theories fail to consider 
family composition and the various ways that different types of families can 
affect a youth’s development.47 Furthermore, although developmental theo-
ries stress development, the theories (with the exception of Moffi tt’s develop-
mental taxonomy) ignore the earliest stages of individual development. For in-
stance, Robert M. Regoli and John D. Hewitt’s differential oppression theory 
(see Chapter 7) provides specific attention to the potential contextual effects of 
conception, pregnancy, infant care, and ways that adults create oppression in 
the lives of their children on delinquency. In other words, much development in 
the earliest points in life can propel youths down conventional and delinquents 
pathways.48 
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 There is less than complete agreement regarding exactly how many delin-
quent pathways are open to adolescents, and precisely how the different risk fac-
tors are related to one another. For example, Moffi tt’s theory suggests that ado-
lescents can follow one of three possible developmental pathways. She believes 
that most individuals will fall into the adolescence-limited group. Substantially 
smaller numbers either will become life-course persistent offenders or will never 
engage in delinquency. However, as shown in Figure 8-2, adolescents may actu-
ally follow many distinct developmental pathways. For example, a recent study 
by Amy D’Unger and her colleagues explored how many distinct “types” of of-
fender classifi cations exist in famous birth cohort studies from London, Phila-
delphia, and Racine. D’Unger reported that four or fi ve distinct classes emerged, 
which is certainly a more complex account than Moffi tt’s developmental taxon-
omy suggests.49 Margit Wiesner and Deborah Capaldi agree and report the ex-
istence of six distinct groups of offenders. Two of the groups in their study age-
out of crime by early adulthood, while two clearly do not. There are substantial 
differences between these groups in terms of the total amount of offending that 
occurs over the delinquent career. One group engages in a generally low level of 
offending, one engages in a moderate level, and two engage in high levels. Ad-
ditionally, a substantial number of individuals were found to engage in sporadic 
offending over the life course. No clear developmental pattern is evident in this 
group.50 This last fi nding is particularly diffi cult to reconcile with Moffi tt’s tax-
onomy since it fi ts neither the life-course persistent nor the adolescence-limited 
categories. 
 There is also dispute regarding exactly how the building blocks that consti-
tute the different developmental models are related to one another. For instance, 
interactional theory indicates that most of the effect of peer deviance on delin-
quency is direct. That is, when a child begins associating with deviant individu-
als, he or she is automatically placed at higher risk for delinquent involvement. 
Conversely, the social development model indicates that much of this effect is 
indirect because associations with delinquent peers lead to delinquent behavior 
only after an individual has learned a deviant value system from the peer group 
and has had time to internalize it. Thus, it is the learning of deviant values that 
directly causes delinquency, not the association with delinquent peers. In gen-
eral, however, none of these issues represent a serious challenge to the devel-
opmental perspective.51 It is likely that developmental theories will continue to 
provide a foundation for many future studies of juvenile delinquency, but as 
more studies are conducted, it is also likely that modifi cations will be made to 
the existing developmental theories. Perhaps an integrated developmental per-
spective will emerge that will systematically consider the insights offered by the 
theorists discussed in this chapter. 
 Researchers are also currently testing how well developmental theories ap-
ply to different groups of children under various conditions (see Box 8-2). For 
example, it remains an open question whether particular developmental theories 
apply universally to both males and females and to adolescents from different 
cultures and social class backgrounds. Thus far, the fi ndings of this research 
have generally supported the universality of developmental theories. Delinquent 
development appears to take place in roughly the same way throughout North 
America, South America, Europe, Asia, and Australia.52 Moreover, initial inves-
tigations suggest that both boys and girls follow similar pathways to delinquency 
although boys are more often on chronically deviant pathways. However, more 
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T
here is a long-standing debate about 
whether it is better for children to be 
raised entirely by their parents, especially 

their mother, or with the help of other adults 
in daycare. In 2006, the National Institute of 
Child Health and Human Development pub-
lished somewhat controversial fi ndings from 
its Study of Early Child Care and Youth Devel-
opment. The fi ndings included the following:

• The average child spends 27 hours a 
week in nonmaternal care over the first 4.5 
years of life.

• During the first 2 years of life, most child-
care occurs in the family home.

• Knowing simply whether a child was ever 
in nonmaternal care provided little insight 
into a child’s development.

• Children who were cared for exclusively by 
their mothers did not develop differently than 
those who were also cared for by others.

• Children in higher quality nonmaternal 
childcare had somewhat better language and 
cognitive development during the first 
4.5 years of life.

• Such children were also somewhat more 
cooperative than those who experienced 
lower quality care during the first 3 years of 
life. 

• Children with higher quantity of experience 
in nonmaternal childcare showed somewhat 
more behavioral problems in childcare and 
kindergarten than children who experienced 
fewer nonmaternal hours of care.

• Children who attended childcare centers 
had somewhat better cognitive and language 
development but also showed more behav-
ioral problems in childcare and kindergarten. 

The study produced the somewhat counter-
intuitive fi nding that children raised in environ-
ments without their mother may actually have 
healthier development. However, the differ-
ence between quality and quantity of childcare 
was important. Quality childcare produced ed-
ucational benefi ts, while a higher quantity of 
childcare produced behavioral problems. 

The study also showed the strength of so-
cial class. Children showed more cognitive, 
language, and social competence and more 
harmonious relationships with parents when 
parents were more educated, had higher in-
comes, and provided home environments that 
were emotionally supportive and cognitively 
enriched. These family effects were mutually 
important to children whether they had little 
or much childcare.

Thus, perhaps the “parents versus child-
care” debate is now over and the central is-
sue is quality of child rearing. Indeed, all the 
developmental theorists believe that quality 
child rearing, or positive care giving, is cru-
cial to healthy human development. What 
features typify quality or positive care giving? 
They include:

• Providing a low adult-to-child ratio.

• Offering small classroom size.

• Making available more educated childcare 
practitioners.

• Showing a positive attitude.

• Having positive physical contact, such as 
an encouraging pat on the back.

• Responding to child vocalizations.

• Asking questions of children.

• Praising, encouraging, singing, and 
teaching.

• Encouraging social, language, and cogni-
tive development.

• Reading.

• Eliminating negative interactions.

When care giving consists of these kinds 
of interactions between adults and children, 
healthy development fl ows. When it does 
not, antisocial development fl ows. A common 
thread in all theories of delinquency is the 
importance of family and the relationship be-
tween adults and children.

Source: National Institute of Child Health and Human Devel-

opment, The NICHD Study of Early Child Care and Youth De-

velopment (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Health and 

Human Services, 2006).

Child Rearing Revisited
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work remains to be done. Many of the best-known studies in this area have been 
based exclusively on samples of boys or have drawn their samples from relatively 
restricted geographical areas. Nevertheless, it is likely that developmental the-
ory will continue to be very infl uential in guiding research in the area of juvenile 
delinquency for years to come.53 

JUVENILE JUSTICE POLICY APPLICATIONS 

Developmental theories blame delinquency on many different causes, ranging 
from psychosocial defi cits to weak social bonding. Therefore, developmental 
theories suggest a wide range of juvenile justice policy implications, many of 
which are consistent with those suggested in earlier chapters. Developmental 
theories that borrow heavily from the social control perspective would likely 
agree that reconnecting children with their parents should be an important part 
of any intervention strategy. Similarly, since some also incorporate the strain 
perspective into their theory, there should be a focus on providing children with 
legitimate opportunities to succeed. Providing skills training and mentoring for 
disadvantaged elementary and junior high school students can act as a power-
ful shield against criminogenic infl uences. Alternatively, since Gerald Patterson’s 
theory is more closely associated with Albert Bandura’s behavioral perspective 
(see Chapter 5), it implies that consistent punishment of negative behavior is the 
key to preventing delinquency. If it is desirable to avoid the criminogenic conse-
quences of coercive exchanges, then parents must be taught how not to become 
trapped in them. This clearly implies the need to provide parents with train-
ing. Young mothers and fathers must be taught to recognize coercive exchanges 
when they occur and have the necessary tools to prevent them from continuing. 
In his review of developmental theories, David Farrington argues that a variety 
of preventive measures can be taken to delay the onset of delinquency, especially 
parenting, life skills, and social skills training for parents so that they can better 
recognize how to enhance protective factors and minimize risk factors.54 
 Developmental theories extend the policy implications of earlier explana-
tions of crime by making policy makers aware of the fact that events experi-
enced during one stage of life might continue to have important consequences 
at subsequent stages. Because developmental theorists believe that the most im-
portant predictors of delinquency vary as people age, their theories imply that 
interventions that may be highly effective during one stage of life may no longer 
work at the next. Finally, since these theories integrate existing explanations of 
delinquency and because research using developmental perspectives has identi-
fi ed a variety of pathways that youth might follow into delinquency, this set of 
theories strongly cautions against a one size fi ts all approach to delinquency 
intervention.
 To illustrate, a child’s ties to his or her parents are the key to predicting de-
linquent behavior in early adolescence. Adolescents who are weakly bonded to 
their parents are at particularly high risk.55 As adolescence progresses, however, 
the importance of parental attachment wanes and peer relationships become 
more important as key predictors of delinquent behavior (see Chapter 12). As 
adolescence gives way to early adulthood, assortative mating becomes a key pro-
cess that predicts continued involvement in delinquency. Young adults who form 
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strong bonds with prosocial partners are more likely to mature out of crime than 
those who do not.56

 If these developmental theorists are correct, it is necessary to design differ-
ent types of delinquency prevention programs for adolescents of different ages. 
For middle and junior high school children, delinquency prevention programs 
might focus on family ties. Programs aimed at building good relationships and 
effective communication between parents and their children would probably 
be most effective. This would also be true for programs that give parents the 
opportunity to spend more time with their children. By high school, however, 

A 
proposal by English Policing Minister 
Hazel Blears has reignited an important 
debate that fi rst arose among crimino-

logists in the 1960s with the advent of label-
ing theory. Blears suggested the implemen-
tation of a program that would “target” and 
“track” up to 125,000 English children with 
incarcerated fathers. The rationale for this 
policy is that research has found that children 
with incarcerated family members are more 
likely to become involved in delinquency than 
juveniles who do not have incarcerated rela-
tives. The proposed program would target this 
population of at-risk children and provide their 
families with extra support throughout child-
hood and adolescence. The program would 
consist of parenting skills training, social work 
visits, after-school activities, and other mea-
sures designed to foster prosocial behavior. 

On the surface, the program appears to be 
consistent with the lessons of developmental 
theory. It acknowledges that childhood expe-
riences can infl uence adolescent behavior. It 
also targets known criminogenic risk factors, 
such as poor parenting and a lack of scholas-
tic commitment. Moreover, there is no doubt 
that criminal justice resources are fi nite, as 
there is only so much money available for 
delinquency prevention programs. If one can 
concentrate these resources only on poten-
tial delinquents, rather than diluting it on the 
entire population, one can afford to spend 
more on each at-risk child. However, critics 
have pointed out that the program runs the 
risk of stigmatizing the children whom it is de-
signed to help. In effect, if the system labels 

the children of incarcerated fathers as poten-
tial delinquents, it may create a self-fulfi lling 
prophecy. If authorities repeatedly tell a child 
that he will grow up to be a criminal, they run 
the risk that the child might eventually get the 
message.

The proposed intervention also faces a 
second important hurdle. The central lesson 
of developmental research is that children 
must be targeted by the correct intervention 
if they are to stay out of trouble. After all, it 
is clear that children follow different path-
ways to delinquent behavior. For some, par-
ticularly those with neuropsychological defi -
cits, the cycle of misbehavior begins in early 
childhood. However, for others, involvement 
in delinquency represents a normal period of 
adolescent rebellion. These children, even if 
they have fathers in prison, may not need to 
be tracked and targeted from childhood. Their 
families may not want additional help from 
the criminal justice system. Yet the proposed 
program appears to treat all 125,000 children 
as equals. It is not possible to say whether 
this program will be benefi cial or if it will end 
up stigmatizing and labeling those whom it in-
tends to help. If developmental theorists are 
correct, the program will likely help certain 
children while proving harmful for others. 

Sources: BBC News Online, online at http//www.news.bbc

.co.uk/nolpda/ukfs_news/hi/newsid_3568000/3568492

.stm, accessed April 30, 2007; Evening Times Online, online at

http//www.eveningtimes.co.uk/, accessed April 30, 2007; The

Independent Digital, online at: www.news.independent.co.uk/

uk/politics/story.jsp?story=551894, accessed April 30, 

2007.

Targeting Predelinquents in England 
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such programs might be discontinued. Instead it would be more important to 
focus on peer pressure, gang involvement, and other issues related to the peer 
groups of at-risk children. By late high school, intervention strategies should 
probably begin focusing on making effective transitions to the job market and 
teaching older adolescents how to avoid dysfunctional personal relationships. 
 Developmental theories also imply that the same intervention strategy is not 
likely to work for all people, even those of the same age. For example, the most 
serious and violent delinquents will be more diffi cult to help than normal delin-
quents. Different subpopulations require different interventions. For life-course 
persistent offenders, the roots of their misbehavior are often psychosocial defi cits 
and the process of cumulative disadvantage. Consequently, Moffi tt’s theory sug-
gests trying to minimize the defi cits themselves or interrupting the disadvantage 
process. It would be important to identify problem children as early as possible 
and teach them effective anger management and impulse control skills. Further-
more, it would be important to try to minimize any stigmatization or secondary 
deviation caused by excessive reactions to initial misbehavior, in this regard, as 
Moffi tt would likely agree with labeling theory (see Chapter 7). It appears that 
many school districts, which are now doing their best to keep problem students 
integrated with others, are following this approach. Although school adminis-
trators likely do not use the same terminology as Moffi tt, such programs are 
an equivalent to trying to minimize the process of cumulative disadvantage by 
not separating diffi cult children from their peers and keeping them in the main-
stream educational system.57 
 Victor Battistich and his colleagues have demonstrated that this approach 
may be successful with their evaluation of the Child Development Project, which 
is a comprehensive, 3-year program involving over 5,500 elementary school chil-
dren from 24 schools distributed throughout the United States. Battistich and 
his colleagues found that the program increased prosocial behavior, academic 
achievement, attachment, and commitment to school. Additionally, the program 
reduced substance abuse among all students. In schools that had been more ef-
fective at implementing the program, the treatment effects were even stronger, 
resulting in signifi cant declines in marijuana use, weapons possession, car theft, 
truancy, and threatening behavior.58

 For adolescence-limited offenders, these types of measures may not be nec-
essary. Moffi tt argues that these children commit delinquency largely from a 
desire to appear grown up. It is unlikely they need early childhood skills train-
ing, in fact providing it would likely be wasteful and even counterproductive. 
It is also less important to worry about a labeling or cumulative disadvantage 
process developing for this group of juveniles. Even though fewer crimino-
logists are willing to accept a “boys will be boys” view of delinquent behavior, 
Moffi tt’s theory suggests that this might be acceptable, at least for adolescence-
limited offenders who mostly engage in minor delinquency. Such individuals 
will likely age-out of crime by themselves when they enter adulthood. Thus, 
interventions for adolescence-limited children could conceivably be limited to 
situational responses to each delinquent act. These responses should probably 
be kept as informal as possible, as involving the formal criminal or juvenile jus-
tice systems may do more harm than good. If these ideas sound familiar, they 
are precisely what Edwin Schur advocated years ago with his notion of radical 
nonintervention. 
 Still it should be acknowledged that because developmental theory is 
relatively new, there has been relatively little applied research exploring how 

Is there a place for “get 

tough on crime” initiatives 

within developmental 

theory? Can a “scared 

straight” or a boot camp 

program be considered a 

turning point? 

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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T
he Seattle Social Development Project is 
one of the longest running studies in the 
fi eld of developmental criminology. The 

study was initiated in 1981 at the University 
of Washington by Joseph Weis and J. David 
Hawkins. It is based on a prospective longi-
tudinal panel design, which means that it fol-
lows a group of subjects over a period of many 
years in order to develop an understanding of 
the various developments that occur through-
out the life course. At its inception, the proj-
ect enrolled 808 fi fth graders from 18 public 
elementary schools in Seattle, Washington. 
Follow-up research continues to this day, as 
the subjects are now in their late twenties 
and many are starting families. What makes 
the Seattle project different from other long 
running developmental studies of delinquency 
is its focus on intervention and change. From 
the start, Hawkins and his colleagues sought 
not only to understand why children got into 
trouble but also to discover how the process 
could be interrupted. 

The Seattle approach is multifaceted. The 
researchers believe that delinquency pre-
vention must focus on family, schools, peer 
groups, and the community. Parents must be 
taught how to communicate and interact with 
their children in ways that encourage good 
behavior. Teachers are encouraged to use in-
clusive learning strategies that promote scho-
lastic commitment in all students and not just 
those who show an affi nity for learning. Per-
haps most important, the adolescents them-
selves must be made to believe that they can 
achieve success through prosocial behavior. 
To this end, they must be taught the skills nec-
essary to succeed in the conventional world 
and the value system associated with a proso-
cial lifestyle. In practical terms, this equates 
to showing children that they have much to 
gain by studying and working hard and much 
to lose by becoming involved in deviant peer 
groups, gangs, and delinquent activity. 

Does the Seattle project prevent delin-
quency? The available research strongly sug-

gests that it does. Repeated studies have 
found that children receiving the program in-
terventions are less likely to be involved in de-
linquency, substance abuse, and other antiso-
cial behaviors when compared with subjects 
who do not receive any interventions. Impor-
tantly, the treatment effects are not limited 
to delinquency prevention. Follow-up studies 
of the youths into early adulthood continue to 
show that children who received the interven-
tions are healthier, lead more successful, con-
ventional lives, and are signifi cantly less likely 
to engage in crime, substance use, and other 
harmful acts. Indeed, the longer subjects par-
ticipate in the program, the more effective 
it seems to be. For instance, Catalano and 
Hawkins have shown that children enrolled 
in a program called “catch them being good” 
from grades 1 through 6 did signifi cantly bet-
ter than those who only participated in grades 
5 and 6. The research is also unique in that 
it has synthesized its theories and research 
fi ndings into practical, step-by-step programs 
that can be implemented by delinquency pre-
vention agencies or school administrators. As 
such programs are implemented in more and 
more areas, researchers will have the oppor-
tunity to see developmental theory in action 
and to determine whether it is an effective de-
linquency prevention strategy. 

Sources: J. David Hawkins, Richard Catalano, Rick Kosterman,

Robert Abbott, and Karl Hill, “Preventing Adolescent Health 

Risk Behaviors by Strengthening Protection During Child-

hood,” Archives of Pediatrics and Adolescent Medicine 

153:226–234 (1999); J. David Hawkins, Jie Guo, Karl Hill, 

Sara Battin-Pearson, and Robert Abbott, “Long-Term Effects 

of the Seattle Social Development Intervention on School 

Bonding Trajectories,” Applied Developmental Science  5:225–

236 (2001); J. David Hawkins, Rick Kosterman, Richard 

Catalano, Karl Hill, and Robert Abbott, “Promoting Positive 

Adult Functioning Through Social Development Intervention 

in Childhood,” Archives of Pediatrics and Adolescent Medi-

cine 159:25–31 (2005); Heather Lonczak, Robert Abbott, 

J. David Hawkins, Rick Kosterman, and Richard Catalano,

“Effects of the Seattle Social Development Project on Sexual 

Behavior, Pregnancy, Birth, and Sexually Transmitted Dis-

ease Outcomes by Age 21 Years,” Archives of Pediatrics and 

Adolescent Medicine 156:438–447 (2002).

The Seattle Social Development Project
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effectively it might guide criminal justice policy compared to older theories. 
Many of the theories are still in an infancy stage, and some have not been tested 
in the real world. One notable exception is the Seattle Social Development 
Project.

Interest in developmental theories of delinquency was sparked by the observa-
tion that delinquent and criminal behavior seems to trend almost predictably 
over time. In other words, it has been repeatedly observed that most illegal acts 
are committed by adolescents and young adults as opposed to young children 
and mature adults. Some criminologists, particularly those with backgrounds 
in developmental psychology, began to recognize that deviant behavior is gov-
erned not only by what is currently happening in an individual’s life, but also by 
what has happened in the past. As criminologists subjected the age–crime curve 
to more sophisticated testing, they discovered that it was not nearly as universal 
as once thought. Although most delinquency did occur in adolescence and early 
adulthood, children exhibited very different patterns of behavior. This led de-
velopmental theorists to consider what causes these different patterns and to de-
velop theories that could account for them. Developmental theories borrow heav-
ily from earlier work but ultimately move beyond it by paying special attention to 
the roles of time, maturation, and social institutions on delinquent behavior. 

Developmental theory has important juvenile justice policy applications. 
It suggests that in order to reduce delinquency, policy analysts must develop 
age-appropriate interventions and interventions that are tailored to particular 
groups of troubled children. A one-size-fi ts-all philosophy is not likely to be 
successful when the available research clearly suggests that multiple risk factors 
are associated with deviant development for diverse groups of children at differ-
ent stages of the life course. In the next chapter, our attention will turn to one 
specifi c group of offenders, females. The chapter explores how the development 
of delinquent behavior and the experience of being delinquent are conditioned 
by gender. It also demonstrates how criminology has historically been a male-
dominated discipline and how feminist criminologists have reacted to and ad-
dressed this problem. 

Adolescence-limited offenders Juveniles whose delinquent behavior is confi ned to their 

teenage years. 

Age–crime curve The notion that crime rates increase during preadolescence, peak in 

middle adolescence, and steadily decline thereafter. 

Assortative mating The concept that people choose mates that are similar to themselves. 

Coercive exchange A test of wills in which a child uses misbehavior to extort a desired out-

come from his parents. 

Cumulative disadvantage The process by which successive misbehavior leads to a serious 

detriment for an individual’s life chances. 
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Delinquent career The pattern of delinquent behavior that an individual exhibits over the 

course of his or her life.

Delinquent propensity The likelihood of committing delinquency and other antisocial acts; 

it is a trait that is largely set in early childhood. 

Developmental theories Theories that focus on an individual’s entire life course, rather 

than one discrete point in time. 

Life-course persistent offenders Individuals who suffer from a number of neuropsycholog-

ical defi cits that are likely to cause them to engage in delinquency throughout their lives. 

Precocious transitions An important life event (e.g., pregnancy) that is experienced too 

early in life. 

Protective factors Situations, settings, events, or characteristics that decrease the likeli-

hood that one will be delinquent.

Risk factors Situations, settings, events, or characteristics that increase the likelihood that 

one will be delinquent. 

Seattle Social Development Project A leading study in the creation and application of 

developmental theory. 

Turning points Key life events that can either drive someone toward delinquent behavior or 

initiate the process of desisting from it.
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C
riminology, like most academic disciplines, has been concerned with 
the activities and interests of men.”1 For over a century, the study 
of delinquency has focused almost exclusively on the behavior of 
males. In part, this refl ects the simple reality that male law violating 
exceeds that of females in both frequency and seriousness. But it also 
refl ects the fact that criminology, as a discipline, has been dominated 

by men who see the world through their own eyes. In addition, the vast majority 
of people who create laws, who prosecute and defend offenders, and who 
administer the juvenile corrections systems have been, and continue to be, males.
 The United States has historically been a patriarchal society. Patriarchy re-
fers to a social, legal, and political climate that values male dominance and hier-
archy. Patriarchy affects not only social structures including the family and the 
economy, relationships, and defi nitions of appropriate social roles, but also how 
people, both males and females, perceive the world around them. Gender strati-
fi cation as a product of patriarchy has led to unconscious assumptions about 
male and female behavior and misbehavior. 
 To the extent that patriarchy extends into the academic arena of crimino-
logical research, the delinquent behaviors of girls and the causes of those behav-
iors have largely been invisible. Even though sex is one of the most statistically 
signifi cant factors in predicting delinquency, criminologists have rarely shown 
much concern in including girls in their samples. Joanne Belknap states that 

When the researchers did include girls in their samples, it was typically to see 
how girls fi t into boys’ equations. That is, rather than include in the study a 
means of assessing how girls’ lives might be different from boys’ lives, girls’ 
delinquency has typically been viewed as peripheral and unnecessary to under-
standing juvenile offending and processing.2

When females have been studied as delinquents, it has nearly always been in 
comparison to males: why girls are less delinquent than boys, why girls commit 
less serious crimes, why girls are more likely to be arrested for status offenses, and 
how the causes of female delinquency differ from those of male delinquency. 
 In Chapter 2, we provided a discussion of sex differences in patterns of de-
linquency. Although both the amount and seriousness of female delinquency has 
increased over the past few decades, many of the stronger correlates predictive 
of male delinquency, such as associating with antisocial peers, having an an-
tisocial personality, and holding antisocial attitudes, have also been found to 
be strong predictors of female delinquency.3 This chapter, however, examines 
specifi c theories and explanations of female delinquency. We will begin by ex-
amining how patriarchy and gender stratifi cation affect the lives of girls as they 
grow up. Such an examination is critical for understanding the nature of female 
delinquency and the appropriateness of explanations put forth to explain it.

GROWING UP FEMALE

In Charlotte Brontë’s 19th-century novel Jane Eyre, the young protagonist paces 
the roof of Thornfi eld Hall, frustrated over the contrast between her confi ned 
existence and the possibilities that lie in the larger world:

How might our 

understanding and 

conceptualization of 

delinquency differ if 

females had historically 

dominated criminology 

instead of males? 

If so, why? 

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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Women need exercise for their faculties and a fi eld for their efforts as much as 
their brothers do; they suffer from too rigid a restraint, too absolute a stag-
nation, precisely as men would suffer; and it is narrow-minded in their more 
privileged fellow-creatures to say that they ought to confi ne themselves to mak-
ing puddings and knitting stockings, to playing on the piano and embroidering 
bags.4

 The frustration that came from realizing the unfair situation she and other 
women faced in life because of their sex was not unique to Jane Eyre. In genera-
tion after generation, young girls have experienced the same frustration after 
realizing the same unfairness. Somehow, their place in society has been defi ned 
as being different from that of boys. But Jane Eyre’s sense of a self-identity as 
a female was perhaps more consciously formed than that of many other young 
girls, and such awareness may, in part, explain why some girls feel more frustra-
tion than others over their defi ned place in society.
 Throughout most of human history, girls have grown up in societies that 
have viewed them as being “inferior” to boys. Jean Stafford illustrates the per-
vasiveness of the belief that girls are inferior in her novel The Mountain Lion. 
Ralph, at age 11, already senses his superiority to his 9-year-old sister, Molly:

It was natural for her to want to be a boy (who wouldn’t) but he knew for a fact 
that she couldn’t be. Last week, he had had to speak sharply to her about wear-
ing one of his outgrown Boy Scout shirts: he was glad enough for her to have 
it, but she had not taken the “Be Prepared” thing off the pocket and he had to 
come out and say brutally, “Having that on a girl is like dragging the American 
fl ag in the dirt.”5

 What accounts for Jane Eyre’s confi nement to an existence less fulfi lling 
than that of the men of her community or for Ralph’s assumption of his superi-
ority over his sister? The differences between girls and boys suggested in these 
two passages refl ect widely held perceptions of the superiority of boys over girls. 
The relegation of girls to more restricted lives also refl ects patriarchal society, in 
which males have managed to maintain control over females. For both girls and 
boys, one’s sense of self and of oneself in relation to others is highly infl uenced 
by society’s perceptions of gender roles. In patriarchal societies, growing up fe-
male is quite different from growing up male and has signifi cant implications for 
how girls confront their lives. (Box 9-1 provides a look at one consequence of 
preferential treatment of boys in India.) 
 The limits that patriarchal societies impose on girls even extend to criminal 
behavior. In some circumstances, the ways that gender is defi ned means that 
certain types of delinquency are viewed as typically male or typically female. 
In the case of crimes, such as prostitution, patriarchal society frames the crime 
almost entirely as a female problem. In other ways, patriarchal society and its 
gender roles serve to insulate girls from delinquency. For instance, Jean Bottcher 
has shown that traditional gender roles insulate girls in very high-risk, crime-
ridden communities from delinquency because the criminal population believes 
that girls should engage in certain behaviors, such as taking care of children, 
and not others, such as hanging out and getting into trouble.6 
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I
t is true that in patriarchal societies, such 
as the United States, boys receive prefer-
ential treatment over girls. This fact is re-

fl ected in a variety of ways, one being that the 
study of American delinquency has focused 
almost exclusively on the behavior of boys.

But the situation of boys receiving prefer-
ential treatment over girls is not unique to the 
United States. For example, in contemporary 
Indian society, female fetuses are targeted 
for abortion at a much higher rate than male 
fetuses. Advances in ultrasound technology 
have made it possible for pregnant women 
in India to determine the sex of their fetuses 
for about $11. Because boys are more val-
ued than girls in India, increasing numbers of 
women are aborting female fetuses because 
family elders want boys, not girls. The reason: 
Boys are important because they have to look 
after all the property.

Early fi gures from the census indicate that 
female fetuses are regularly being aborted, 

continuing a trend that started in the 1980s. 
The number of girls per 1,000 boys dropped 
in 2001 to 927 from 945 in 1991 and 962 
in 1981. The fall in the ratio of girls to boys 
over the past decade has been the most pro-
nounced in the richest states where more peo-
ple can afford ultrasound tests, and abortions 
are more easily obtained. Some researchers 
estimated that 10 million female fetuses have 
been aborted in the past 20 years. Although 
these estimates have been disputed, it is 
clear that patriarchal societies express a clear 
preference for boys. While this situation may 
be subtle or debatable in the United States, it 
is less disputable in other countries.

Sources: Celia Dugger, “Female Fetuses Targeted for Abor-

tions in India,” Denver Post, April 22, 2001:16A; Associated 

Press, “Indian Experts Dispute Female Abortions Study,” 

ABC News, online at: http://www.abc.net.au/news/news

items/200601/s1545961.htm, accessed May 1, 2007. 

Preferential Treatment of Boys in India
D E L I N Q U E N C Y  A R O U N D  T H E  G L O B Eb o x  9 - 1

The Development of Girls’ Gender Roles

Creating gender–role identities begins at birth (or even at the fetal stage, given 
ultrasound identifi cation of the child’s sex) with the announcement of “It’s a 
girl!” or “It’s a boy!” Almost immediately, in describing their infants, parents 
start using typical gender stereotypes. In one study, parents described boy ba-
bies as being fi rm, large-featured, alert, and strong, while girl babies were char-
acterized as delicate, fi ne-featured, soft, and small.7 Parents also respond to 
toddlers differently on the basis of the child’s sex. They discourage rough-and-
tumble play by girls and doll play by boys. They listen to girls and respond to 
them more attentively when girls are gentle or talk softly, but they attend more 
to boys when boys demonstrate assertiveness. Parents encourage dependence in 
girls and independence in boys.8 By age 4 or 5, children have become aware of 
their gender and the behaviors appropriate to it.9 Although prescriptions and 
proscriptions regarding gender roles have shifted in many ways over the past 
few decades (i.e., women now comprise the majority of college enrollments and 
law school admissions, participate extensively in professional sports, engage in 
street-level police patrol, and even die in combat in the armed forces), a great 
amount of everyday socializing into gender roles has not changed signifi cantly. 
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For example, recent research has also shown that early adolescent daughters of 
mothers who are employed in the workforce are more likely to hold nontradi-
tional gender–role attitudes than daughters of unemployed mothers.10 
 Girls’ gender roles are reinforced through toys and games in early adoles-
cence. Boys frequently are given toys that encourage creativity and manipula-
tion, such as construction and chemistry sets, while girls are given toys that 
encourage passivity and nurturance, such as stuffed animals and dolls. Girls are 
more likely to play in small, unstructured groups; their games have few rules 
and emphasize cooperation rather than competition. Boys, on the other hand, 
typically play in larger groups, often teams; their games have more complex 
rules and often emphasize cooperation to facilitate competing.11

 Going to school provides both girls and boys with opportunities to learn 
the four R’s: reading, riting, rithmetic, and (gender) roles. Conscious and un-
conscious patterns of interaction between teachers and students as well as the 
formal and informal activities of girls and boys in school encourage stereotyped 
gender roles. Girls receive reinforcement from teachers for being passive, ver-
bal, and dependent, while boys are encouraged to explore, examine how things 
work, and be independent.12

 Schools also provide avenues to develop self-esteem. For boys, the avenues 
are being tough, developing a good physique, participating in sports character-
ized by competition, aggressiveness, being cool and not showing emotions, and 
being good at something. The avenues for building self-esteem in girls have tra-
ditionally been more problematic, emphasizing such things as being pretty, being 
popular, being liked as sociable and pleasant, and being preoccupied with body 
weight, which may lead to anorexia or bulimia. Teachers encourage boys to be 
more assertive in the classroom, have higher expectations for male students, and 
believe that male students are better at math and science.13 
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near-identical ways 
to eliminate gender 
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 The socialization into sex-appropriate gender roles for adolescents is also 
reinforced in the home. In traditional family arrangements, girls continue to 
be kept more dependent and cloistered through closer supervision and more re-
strictive rules. Parents encourage girls to stay at home or in close proximity to 
their mothers, to avoid risks, and to fear social disapproval.14 Girls generally 
join groups later than boys, are less likely than boys to have a regular meeting 
place outside the home, and are less likely to belong to single-sex groups at all.15 
Parents typically encourage boys, on the other hand, to be independent, aggres-
sive, and group-oriented, and they allow boys to date earlier than girls, to stay 
out later than girls with their friends, to be left alone at home, and to participate 
in organized activities.16

 All agents of socialization, including the family, schools, work, and even the
juvenile justice system, play a part in gender socialization and shaping girls’ 
gender roles. Stephen Gavazzi and his colleagues studied the life histories of 
305 youths who had been detained in juvenile facilities. Female delinquents were 
signifi cantly more likely than boys to be detained for family violence and psychi-
atric problems. However, the family violence problems were noteworthy because 
girls were likely to be detained for exhibiting “out of control” types of behavior 
and not obeying their parents. Although male delinquents similarly caused their 
parents trouble, they were not detained for violating gender roles within the 
family. Instead, boys were detained for more serious violent and property delin-
quent acts.17 

Girls’ Identities

What are the effects of these gender–role socialization patterns on girls’ identi-
ties and self-esteem? The patterns lead many girls to identify with traditional 
female roles, anticipate economic dependence and a more restricted adult status, 
and accept political, social, and sexual privileges secondary to those of boys. 
Such socialization creates narrower boundaries of opportunities for girls than 
for boys and instills in them a self-perception of powerlessness and dependence. 
Girls also learn that to be feminine means to nurture, and therefore they focus 
on relationships.18 Carol Gilligan suggests that girls are raised to identify with 
the primary caretaker, the mother, and therefore experience a strong bonding 
relationship that becomes a model for the rest of their lives.19 But this emphasis 
on relationships, or “making connections,” encourages in adolescent girls the 
development of a “morality of response,” or “ethic of care,” that emphasizes 
the creation and maintenance of interdependence and responsiveness in relation-
ships.20 Males, on the other hand, develop values or ethics of justice, fairness, 
rationality, and individuality. Female moral reasoning, which focuses on care, 
connection, and relationships, thus is likely to discourage girls from framing 
attitudes and responses to situations in ways that would produce competition, 
confl ict, or aggressiveness.21 
 Gender identity has been shown to infl uence delinquency. One study that 
speaks to this was conducted by Lisa Broidy and her colleagues who compared 
gender differences in empathy and delinquency. They used two very different 
samples, 425 high school students from Philadelphia and 232 youths who had 
served time in the California Youth Authority. Across all groups, empathy was 
negatively related to serious violence, meaning that adolescents who can empa-
thize with other people and potential victims are unlikely to physically harm 
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them. On the other hand, youths who cannot feel the common humanity of 
other people can fairly easily use physical force against them. Perhaps because 
of their gender socialization, girls were signifi cantly more empathetic than boys 
in terms of emotional and behavioral expression. Broidy also found that female 
delinquents were more empathetic than male nondelinquents.22 Girls, then, be-
gin to operate very early within a network of intimate interpersonal ties that 
reinforce a more nurturing and caring role. And because girls are more likely 
to defi ne themselves relationally, they do not develop the same precise and rigid 
ego boundaries common to boys.23 According to Erik Erikson, “Much of a 
young woman’s identity is already defi ned in her kind of attractiveness and in 
the selective nature of her search for the man (or men) by whom she wishes to be 
sought.”24

 In a 3-year study of 100 teenage girls in London, Sue Lees explored some of 
the problems of identity for adolescent girls. Lees found that a girl’s sexuality is 
central to the way she is judged in everyday life.

To speak of a woman’s reputation is to invoke her sexual behavior, but to speak 
of a man’s reputation is to refer to his personality, exploits, and his standing in 
the community. For men sexual reputation is, in the main, separated from the 
evaluation of moral behavior and regarded as private and incidental.25

 While a boy’s social standing is typically enhanced by his sexual exploits, 
a girl’s standing can be destroyed by simple insinuations; therefore, she is often 
required to defend her sexual reputation to both boys and girls. The use of slang 
terms and insults, such as slut or whore, functions to control the activities and 
social reputations of girls. A girl need not actually have slept with a boy to have 
her reputation threatened. As one girl commented: “When there’re boys talking 
and you’ve been out with more than two you’re known as the crisp they’re pass-
ing around. . . . The boy’s alright but the girl’s a bit of scum.”
 The possibility of being labeled “bad” or a “slut” is a form of moral censure 
refl ecting dominant perceptions of departure, or potential departure, from male 
conceptions of female sexuality. More important, such terms are applied to “any 
form of social behavior by girls that would defi ne them as autonomous from the 
attachment to and domination by boys.”26 According to Meda Chesney-Lind 
and Randall Shelden, teenage girls are coerced into cultivating a hegemonic, het-
erosexualized “teen femininity” that “recreates and reinforces the sexual double 
standard by labeling girls who are too overtly sexual as ‘sluts,’” and that ties a 
girl’s self-esteem and prestige far more to externals (primarily male approval) 
than is typical for boys. Consequently, girls are steered into acceptable or “le-
gitimate” forms of sexual and social behavior characterized by having a steady 
boyfriend, being in love, and, eventually, getting married. In many ways, a girl’s 
apparent sexual behavior is seen as a barometer, testing her capacity to learn ap-
propriate codes of social conduct with boys.27

Gendered Pathways into Delinquency

Today, the understanding of the gender–delinquency relationship owes much 
to the developmental (or life-course) perspective that is currently popular in 
criminology (see Chapter 8). The developmental perspective is interested in the 
ways that life events occurring during childhood impact outcomes during adoles-
cence and adulthood. Negative events or circumstances, often called risk factors, 
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increase the likelihood that young people will be delinquent. Positive events 
or circumstances, often called protective factors, decrease the likelihood that 
young people will be delinquent (or help them desist from crime if they have al-
ready engaged in delinquency). In fact, Joanne Belknap describes developmental 
criminology as being directly compatible with feminist perspectives on crime. 

In many ways the life-course perspective is seemingly pro-feminist in nature: 
It purports to address signifi cant childhood and adult experiences and to view 
how these, particularly social bonds, are related to delinquent, criminal, and 
deviant behavior.28 

 A handful of scholars have examined how pathways into delinquency unfold 
into delinquent careers among women. Marguerite Warren and Jill Rosenbaum 
studied 159 women who had been incarcerated in California. They found that 
women had similar criminal careers as men in the sense that there was a gener-
alized involvement in many types of crimes, such as violence, property, and drug 
offenses. However, women were disproportionately likely to have arrests for 
prostitution, theft, forgery, fraud, and drug violations.29 Other criminologists 
have also shown that women’s offending careers contain mostly arrests relat-
ing to drug abuse.30 Compared to male delinquents, female offenders have sig-
nifi cantly more extensive victimization histories, including sexual, physical, and 
emotional abuses. Often, this abuse begins at home when girls are very young 
especially if there is a nonbiological male parental or authority fi gure in the 
household. A typical response to this abuse, consistent with Regoli and Hewitt’s 
theory of differential oppression, is for girls to run away from home where the 
exposure to street life often leads to delinquency (see Chapter 7). Sooner than 
later, the victimization, oppressive home life, and vulnerabilities of the street 
lead to drug use.31 Indeed, Ronald Mullis and his colleagues describe the typical 
female delinquent as one who is young and impoverished, is likely to have expe-
rienced abuse or exploitation, abuses drugs and alcohol, is likely to have unmet 
medical and mental health needs, lacks hope for the future, and perceives life as 
oppressive.32

 The gendered part of this development centers on the ways that female 
offenders live on the streets and sustain their drug and delinquent careers. In 
many ways, the abuses that female criminals experience refl ect their sexualized 
and subordinated status in a patriarchal society. Using a sample of women that 
had been arrested a minimum of 30 times, Matt DeLisi found that ironically, 
it is through the status of sexual object that many female offenders survive, 
namely through prostitution. Along with theft, forgery, and fraud, prostitution 
is the primary way that women on the streets get money, and the money is of-
ten quickly used to obtain drugs to numb themselves.33 Cathy Spatz Widom 
chronicled the “cycle of violence” whereby physical abuse, sexual abuse, and ne-
glect incurred during childhood dramatically increase the risks for delinquency 
and a host of maladaptive behaviors during adolescence and adulthood. This 
effect is especially strong among girls who are sexually abused.34 In this way, 
the gendered pathway to delinquency illustrates a cycle where one type of abuse 
and victimization engenders many more, a process that Abigail Fagan calls the 
“gender cycle of violence.” 35

 To what extent are delinquencies among girls acts of rebellion against the 
constraints of these restricting and oppressive sex roles imposed in adolescence 
(see Box 9-2)? If they are not revolts, what may account for girls’ involvement in 
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delinquency? When they do violate the law, why are their delinquencies gener-
ally less serious, and how might we account for the increasing involvement of 
girls in delinquent behavior? Finally, how adequate are male-oriented crimino-
logical theories in explaining female delinquency?

THEORIES OF FEMALE DELINQUENCY

Criminology as a discipline has, by and large, been the domain of males. It thus 
should be no surprise that earlier explanations of female delinquency refl ected 
male perceptions of females. For the most part, those perceptions evolved from 
beliefs about biological differences between males and females. Even when so-
ciological explanations of delinquency entered the mainstream, theories were 
largely developed from studies of boys. Girls were still viewed as “naturally” 
less delinquent. The relative inattention given to female delinquency was also 
due in part to the fact that most criminological theory has been policy driven; 
that is, because males made up most of the delinquent population in the courts 
and correctional institutions, policies designed to respond to delinquency sought 
out theories that dealt primarily with boys.

A
ttractiveness is an important charac-
teristic that infl uences how people are 
differently viewed and evaluated in a 

variety of ways. Researchers in Canada fi nd 
that parents often treat their own children 
differently with attractive children benefi ting 
from more attention. For example, attractive 
children, defi ned as those with good facial 
symmetry, cleanliness, nice attire, and other 
features, get more positive attention, get less 
negative attention or punishment, and are 
better protected than their less attractive sib-
lings. Consistent with the arguments of femi-
nists who believe that our patriarchal society 
defi nes people in sexual terms often based on 
attractiveness, these fi ndings are intriguing.

Attractiveness has also been found to be 
a correlate of delinquency. Naci Mocan and 
Erdal Tekin have studied the effects of at-
tractiveness on delinquency and other life 
outcomes among a national sample of Ameri-
cans between the ages of 18 and 26. Being 
very attractive reduces involvement in crime. 

Being unattractive increases criminal involve-
ment in a variety of crimes, such as burglary 
and drug violations. Attractiveness also has 
a signifi cant and independent effect on rela-
tionships with teachers, grades, high school 
social history, adult vocabulary, and labor 
market performance. These effects are espe-
cially pronounced for females. Finally, very at-
tractive women, but not very attractive men, 
receive more favorable treatment from the 
criminal justice system; that is, they are more 
likely to receive positive discretion, such as 
being let go with a warning instead of being 
issued a ticket. In some circumstances, it 
certainly pays to be considered attractive. If 
women garner human capital from their looks, 
it is likely that looks will continue to be a 
source of status in society.

Sources: H. Naci Mocan and Erdal Tekin, “Ugly Criminals” 

(Cambridge, MA: National Bureau of Economics Research, 

2006); Jeffrey Kluger, “Taming Wild Girls,” Time, May 1, 

2006:54–55; Laura Roberts, “Ugly Children Get Less Atten-

tion,” The Scotsman, April 14, 2005:1.

Attractiveness, Socialization, and Delinquency
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 As more women entered the fi eld of criminology beginning in the 1980s, 
they brought with them a greater interest in female delinquency, its nature and 
causes, and how its origins may differ from those of male delinquency. In this 
section we will examine biological and psychological theories of female delin-
quency, consider how sociological theories may apply to girls, and look at the 
more recent feminist and critical theories.

Biological and Psychological Theories

Although the earliest explanations of delinquency located its causes in demons 
and, later, in free will, they did not make causal distinctions on the basis of the 
sex of the delinquent. It was not until the rise of the Positive School of Crimi-
nology in the 19th century, with its emphasis on biological and psychological 
causes of behavior, that female law violators were seen as uniquely “different” 
from male criminals (see Chapter 5).
 In The Female Offender, published in 1895, Cesare Lombroso and William 
Ferrero applied to females the principles of Lombroso’s earlier work on the male 
criminal. Inasmuch as criminals were viewed as “throwbacks,” or atavistic by 
their nature, the female criminal was also seen as biologically distinct and in-
ferior to noncriminal women. Lombroso and Ferrero believed that women were 
lower on the evolutionary scale than men and therefore closer to their “primi-
tive” origins. Consequently, female criminals were not as visible as their male 
counterparts and showed fewer signs of degeneracy than males.
 According to Lombroso and Ferrero, women are naturally more childlike, 
less intelligent, lacking in passion, more maternal, and weak—characteristics 
that make them less inclined to commit crimes. Women also share other traits 
with children: their moral 
sense is defi cient and they are 
“revengeful, jealous, [and] 
inclined to vengeances of a 
refi ned cruelty.” However, 
because “women are big chil-
dren; their evil tendencies 
are . . . more varied than 
men’s, but generally . . . latent. 
When . . . awakened and ex-
cited they produce results pro-
portionately greater.” There-
fore, when a woman does turn 
to crime she is “a monster,” 
as “her wickedness must have 
been enormous before it could 
triumph over so many obstacles.”
 For Lombroso and Ferrero, women’s criminality is a product of their bio-
logy, but this biology also keeps most women from crime. To the extent that 
woman’s nature is antithetical to crime, and with criminality seen as a char-
acteristic more common to men, the female criminal not only is an abnormal 
woman but is biologically more like a man, only “often more ferocious.” It 
should be noted that Lombroso and Ferrero believed that most female delin-
quents were only “occasional criminals,” as were most male delinquents. The 

theor y  in  a  nutshel l
Cesare Lombroso and 
William Ferrero

Lombroso and Ferrero contend that female 

criminals are biologically distinct and inferior 

to noncriminal women. Women were lower on 

the evolutionary scale than men; thus, criminal 

females were not as visible as male offenders 

and showed fewer signs of degeneracy.
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physical features of these occasional female delinquents did not appear to refl ect 
any atavistic degeneration and that their basic moral character was essentially 
the same as that of their “normal sisters.”36

 In The Unadjusted Girl, published in 1923, W.I. Thomas postulated that 
males and females are biologically different. Although both males and females 
are motivated by natural biological instincts leading to “wish fulfi llment,” how 
they approach the fulfi llment of the wishes differs. Thomas identifi ed four dis-
tinct categories of wishes: 

• The desire for new experience.

• The desire for security.

• The desire for response.

• The desire for recognition.

Thomas believed that women by nature have stronger desires for response and 
love than men and that they are capable of more varied types of love as demon-
strated by maternal love, a characteristic atypical of males. This intense need to 
give and receive love often leads girls into delinquency, especially sexual delin-
quency, as they use sex as a means to fulfi ll other wishes.
 However, Thomas did not believe girls are inherently delinquent. Rather, 
their behaviors are the result of choices circumscribed by social rules and moral 
codes designed to guide people’s actions as they attempt to fulfi ll their wishes. 
Girls, more than boys, are limited by their gender roles in society and conse-
quently are more likely to become demoralized and frustrated as they perceive 
deprivations.
 The origins of female delinquency, according to Thomas, are found in the 
girl’s impulsive desire to obtain “amusement, adventure, pretty clothes, favor-
able notice, distinction and freedom in the larger world. . . . Their sex is used as 
a condition of the realization of other wishes. It is their capital.” Unfortunately, 
such impulsive behavior is also likely to drive girls into the arms of boys who 
will take advantage of them, frequently leading to pregnancy, prostitution, and 
eventual ruin.37

 In The Criminality of Women, published in 1950, Otto Pollak argued that 
women are as criminal as men but their criminality is hidden or “masked.” The 
masking of their crimes and delinquencies is a result of “natural” physiologi-
cal differences in the sexes, as well as the tendency of males to overlook or ex-
cuse offenses by women. Pollak believed that the physiological nature of women 
makes them more deceitful than men. With less physical strength than men, 
women must resort to indirect or deceitful means to carry out crimes or to vent 
their aggression; women also are more likely to be “instigators” and men “per-
petrators” of crime. Pollak further argued that social norms force women to 
conceal their menstruation each month and to misrepresent or conceal infor-
mation regarding sex from their children, at least for some time. According to 
Pollak, social norms “thus make concealment . . . in the eyes of women socially 
required and commendable . . ., condition[ing] them to a different attitude to-
ward veracity than men.”38

 In Pollak’s view, lower rates of crime among females refl ect men’s deference 
and protective attitude toward women, whereby female offenses are generally 
overlooked or excused by males, a premise known as the chivalry hypothesis. 
Male victims of female delinquencies, police offi cers, prosecutors, judges, and 
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juries, Pollak suggested, are hesitant to report, arrest, prosecute, or convict 
women. Thus, the actual rate of female delinquencies is much higher than of-
fi cial statistics reported.

Recent Biological and Developmental Explanations The idea that girls’ 
behavior is largely controlled by their biology, physiology, or sexuality continued 
to appear in studies for some time, although today it is rare to fi nd expressions 
of the “natural” inferiority of girls in criminological literature. Instead, many of 
the more recent studies from this perspective suggest that girls’ biological nature 
interacts with social forces, usually those found in the family.
 In Delinquency in Girls published in 1968, John Cowie and his associ-
ates describe female delinquency as being dominated by sexual misbehaviors. 
They argue that female delinquents are unhappy and that “their unhappiness is 
commonly related to disturbed emotional relationships with the parents.” De-
linquent girls often come from families characterized by low moral standards, 
poor discipline, confl ict, and disturbed family relations. In addition, delinquent 
girls are more likely than delinquent boys to have pathological psychiatric prob-
lems and overall impaired physical health. That girls are less likely than boys to 
be delinquent is accounted for, in part, by girls being more timid and lacking in 
enterprise.39

 The idea that girls are led to sexual delinquencies because of dysfunctional 
families and unsatisfactory peer relations is also presented in Clyde Vedder and 
Dora Somerville’s The Delinquent Girl. Feeling unloved and disapproved of 
by family and peers, girls are likely to engage in sexual delinquency to gain 
acceptance and love. Offi cial female delinquency, according to Vedder and 
Somerville, is dominated by fi ve offense categories: running away, incorrigibil-
ity, sexual offenses, probation violation, and truancy (listed in order of decreas-
ing frequency). They suggest that running away and incorrigibility are typically 
the less “serious” charges fi led when such behavior is actually nearly always 
linked to sexual misbehaviors. To “protect” the girl, offi cials are more likely 
to charge her with the more innocuous offense, thus masking the true extent of 
sexual delinquency among girls.40

 Some recent attempts to link biological and physiological factors to female 
delinquency have stressed the effects of hormonal differences between girls and 
boys. Normally, males produce six times as much testosterone and twice as much 
androgen as females. Females, on the other hand, produce estrogen in excess of 
males. These hormonal differences appear to be associated with many of the 
basic masculine and feminine characteristics of males and females and may have 
some effect on gender–role behavior. A number of researchers have reported 
higher levels of testosterone among violent female offenders than among those 
considered nonviolent.41 Even though hormonal changes in females linked to the 
premenstrual phase of the menstrual cycle, known as premenstrual syndrome or 
PMS, may increase irritability, no connection has been found between irritable 
modes and aggressive behavior, and many of the changes in mood may be due to 
other factors, such as stressful external events.42

 Other studies have focused on early physical development and the impact of 
puberty on girls and delinquency. For example, Dana Haynie examined whether 
parents treat daughters who are more physically developed differently than 
less physically developed girls and whether early physical development in girls 
is related to delinquency. Using data from the National Longitudinal Study of 
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Adolescent Health, Haynie found that girls who are more physically developed 
than their peers and who are more developed overall are more likely to report 
smoking cigarettes, drinking alcohol, smoking marijuana, exhibiting disorderly 
conduct, selling drugs, having gang membership, participating in group fi ghts, 
and having shot or stabbed someone compared to girls who report average or 
lower pubertal development. Haynie suggests that this may be due to the more 
physically developed girl’s increased social distance from parents, increased as-
sociation with male adolescents, greater exposure to older friends, and greater 
likelihood of involvement in romantic relationships.43 Terrie Moffi tt and her 
colleagues’ continuing analysis of data from the Dunedin Study report similar 
fi ndings. They found that most antisocial girls’ behaviors appear to be related 
to an attempt to escape a maturity gap. That is, their biological maturity has 
outpaced their social maturity, and they begin to associate with older peers or 
peers who appear to be older. Moffi tt and her colleagues also note that “females 
are most antisocial soon after puberty and when they are under the infl uence of 
relationships with males, who are more antisocial than females on average.”44 
 In 2005, Lee Ellis presented the evolutionary neuroandrogenic theory, 
which asserts that (1) aggressive and acquisitive criminal behavior evolved as 
an aspect of human reproduction, especially among males, and (2) the prob-
ability of aggressive and acquisitive criminal behavior is linked to neurochem-
istry, notably gender-related hormones that promote “competitive/victimizing” 
behavior. In theorizing that males are more biologically prone to criminal be-
havior than females, the assumption is that this gender difference in behavior 
must be related to the one chromosome that males and females do not share, 
the Y-chromosome. Ellis argues that the Y-chromosome is important because 
testosterone promotes competitive/victimizing behavior related to brain func-
tioning. Ellis developed the theory to help move criminology beyond strictly so-
cial environmental theories toward a new, more comprehensive paradigm that 
envisions behavior as stemming from the interaction among biological factors 
rooted in evolutionary history, learning, and social environmental factors.45

Sociological Theories

Biological and developmental theories of female delinquency continued to dom-
inate the literature long after theories of male delinquency had shifted to the 
role of social forces. Their popularity refl ected the lingering belief, even among 
many sociologists, that biological differences between females and males also 
determined their social behaviors. In this section we examine the ideas of several 
theorists whose work infl uenced the development of major bodies of crimino-
logical theory. 
 Durkheim provided the fi rst sociological explanation for why gender differ-
ences in homicide exist and how gender murder rates may change across various 
stages of societal development. Durkheim’s ideas were reexamined by crimino-
logist Bruce DiCristina in 2006 who suggested that Durkheim rejected a biolog-
ical reason for women’s lower homicide rates and argued that because women 
were less active in collective life, they experienced less exposure to the causes of 
homicide. Durkheim also noted that opportunities to commit homicide differed 
between the genders and also observed that the effects of gendered socializa-
tion caused “homicidal passions” to be ignited in men and not women. Thus, 
Durkheim’s argument is that men have higher rates of homicide than women 
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because their social structural location provides them with greater homicidal op-
portunities and their socialization has provided them with the “seeds of strong 
homicidal passions.” 46

 Sociological theories of delinquency stressed male patterns of behavior al-
most exclusively. Misbehavior by girls was treated as extraneous, marginal, and 
irrelevant. In his 1927 study of 1,313 gangs, for example, Frederic Thrasher 
devoted only slightly more than one page to the handful of female gangs he 
found. He attributed the relative absence of girl gangs to the fact that the tradi-
tions and customs underpinning socially approved patterns of girls’ behaviors 
are contrary to the activities of gangs. The few girls who did become involved in 
gangs were accounted for in stereotypic and simplistic terms: “The girl takes the 
role of a boy and is accepted on equal terms with the others. Such a girl is prob-
ably a tomboy in the neighborhood.” 47

 Clifford Shaw and Henry McKay’s studies of the impact of social disorgani-
zation on delinquency included analyses of more than 60,000 male delinquents 
in Chicago. While Shaw and McKay noted the persistence of high delinquency 
rates in particular zones of the city and argued that these rates were linked to 
characteristics of the community rather than to the groups of people living in 
them, they made only brief reference to female delinquency. Delinquency was 
implicitly defi ned as a part of the male domain. Whether female delinquency 
was also a product of social disorganization was not explored.48 Barbara War-
ner suggests that social disorganization theory essentially ignores cultural infl u-
ences, such as gender socialization, on crime.49 In fact, criminologists have be-
gun to investigate the role of gender in Shaw and McKay’s theory. For example, 
Walter DeKeseredy and his colleagues note that women who live in socially dis-
organized neighborhoods report higher levels of domestic violence and fear of 
crime than women living in more affl uent neighborhoods.50

 Robert Merton’s strain theory also fails to address the issue of female crime 
and delinquency. No attempt was made by Merton or his followers to apply his 
typology of adaptations to women, even though interesting but contradictory 
implications for females could have been derived from his work.51 For example, 
Ruth Morris suggests that the goals of women are fundamentally relational, for 
example, marriage, family, and friends, in contrast to the material goals typi-
cally pursued by men. She argues that because most women have lower mate-
rial aspirations and their goals are more accessible, they do not experience the 
same stressful conditions as men and therefore are less likely to turn to delin-
quency. On the other hand, Morris argues that women do have aspirations simi-
lar to men, for example, jobs, education, and money, but are denied the same 
opportunities to achieve them. If this is so, it would follow that female rates of 
delinquency should be higher than the rates for men.52 In 2006 Ozden Ozbay 
and Yusuf Ziya Ozcan tested Merton’s strain theory among nearly 2,000 high 
school students in Ankara, Turkey. Although they found gender differences in 
terms of educational aspirations and expectations, none were signifi cantly re-
lated to delinquency. In fact, upper-class boys and girls were more likely than 
lower-class youths to commit delinquency, a direct refutation of the theory.53

 General strain theory has been extended by Robert Agnew and his associ-
ates in an attempt to account for differences in the nature and causes of female 
delinquency. It is argued that females experience different types of strain and 
respond differently to strain than males, thus producing different behavioral 
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outcomes. For example, females experience strains from abusive situations, from 
excessive demands of family members, problems in maintaining relational net-
works, low prestige in work and family roles, and restrictions of their behavior 
as females. Female response to strain also varies and is likely to be tied to gender 
differences in coping skills, a sense of mastery, and of positive self-esteem. Ac-
cording to Broidy and Agnew, boys experience strains that are more likely to 
lead to serious property and violent crimes, while girls’ strains lead to domestic 
violence, running away, and self-directed delinquencies, such as drug use. Many 
of the strains experienced by girls involve greater levels of social control and 
limitations on opportunities to engage in delinquency. While both boys and girls 
may respond to strain with anger, the anger of girls is usually tied to emotional 
problems, such as depression, anxiety, and shame, which also decrease the like-
lihood of involvement in other-directed delinquent behavior.54

 In a recent test of Broidy and Agnew’s hypotheses, Nicole Piquero and Mir-
iam Sealock examined data from 150 youths detained in juvenile detention fa-
cilities. While they found that both males and females who reported more strain 
were also more likely to self-report higher levels of delinquency, they also found 
no signifi cant differences in the amount of strain experienced between females 
and males. What appeared to differ was that females reported higher levels of 
anger and depression and lower levels of physical and cognitive coping resources 
than did males. Moreover, and as Piquero and Sealock note, 

The effect of strain on delinquency was not diminished after [they] controlled 
for negative emotions, and this was especially the case among males. . . . On 
the other hand, the results indicated that among females, anger was positively 
related to interpersonal aggression even when strain was not signifi cant in the 
model, an effect that was not observed for males.55

 Walter Miller also seemed unconcerned with explaining female delinquency 
in his classic article on lower-class culture and gang delinquency. His analysis 
of the “focal concerns” of the lower-class is limited to male adaptations and as-
sumes that such aspirations are exclusive to the lower class. That is, these defi ni-
tions of “masculinity” are exclusive to the lower class rather than common to 
all social classes.56 Eileen Leonard suggests that Miller’s focal concerns are not 
particularly relevant to females even in the lower class: “Given their different 
location in society, they [girls] are unlikely to be as concerned as males about 
trouble, toughness, smartness, excitement, fate, and autonomy.”57 Leonard fur-
ther suggests that if lower-class males and females did have the same focal con-
cerns and if these concerns alone explained the development of delinquent sub-
cultures, their delinquency rates would be similar.
 Albert Cohen explicitly defi ned the problem of delinquency and the devel-
opment of the delinquent subculture as a male phenomenon. Still, he devoted 
11 pages to a discussion of why his work did not apply to girls. According to Cohen,
boys and girls have different adjustment problems requiring different solutions. 
The delinquent subculture develops largely as a response to the problems faced 
by boys and is not an appropriate response for dealing with the problems of girls 
arising from the female role. Boys, Cohen says, are most interested in their own 
achievements compared with those of other boys; girls are more interested in 
their relationships with boys. According to Cohen, “It is within the area of these 
relationships . . . that a girl fi nds her fulfi llments as a girl. It is no accident that 
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‘boys collect stamps, girls collect boys.’” Cohen does recognize the existence of 
female delinquency, but he defi nes it primarily as sexual delinquency. Accord-
ing to Cohen, “sex delinquency is one kind of meaningful response to the most 
characteristic . . . problem of the female role: the establishment of satisfactory 
relationships with the opposite sex.” 58 In a feminist critique of Cohen’s work, 
Ngaire Naffi ne states:

The message from Cohen is manifest. Men are the rational doers and achiev-
ers. They represent all that is instrumental and productive in American culture. 
Women’s world is on the margins. Women exist to be the companions of men 
and that is their entire lot. . . . While men proceed with their Olympian task of 
running all aspects of the nation, women perform their role of helpmate.59

 Richard Cloward and Lloyd Ohlin’s work on delinquency and opportunity 
focused exclusively on male delinquency produced by the frustrations associated 
with the unequal distribution of both legitimate and illegitimate opportunities. 
Females are important only as they contribute to the diffi culties boys have in de-
veloping a clear masculine image. Boys, in their attempts to establish themselves 
as males in female-dominated homes and schools, often experience strain:

Engulfed by a feminine world and uncertain of their own identifi cation, they 
tend to “protest against femininity.” This protest may take the form of robust 
and aggressive behavior, and even of malicious, irresponsible, and destructive 
acts.60

Because girls are seen as having no diffi culty in adapting to their own prescribed 
female roles within this feminine world, they do not experience this strain. The 
fact that girls also experience similar unequal distributions in opportunities and 
that some girls do become delinquent was apparently of no interest to Cloward 
and Ohlin.
 Edwin Sutherland offered his theory of differential association as a general 
theory of crime that explains all types of law-violating behaviors. However, he 
made no reference to females or to how differential association may account for 
their lower rates of delinquency. The implication in his work is that, compared 
with boys, girls encounter more anticriminal patterns and are exposed to fewer 
criminal associations and defi nitions favorable to violation of law. Years later, 
Sutherland noted that the differences in rates of male and female delinquency 
are explained by differential associations: “Parents and other intimate associ-
ates defi ne one kind of propriety for girls and another for boys, and exercise one 
kind of supervision over girls and another over boys.” 61 Sutherland presumably 
believed that girls who do become delinquent have less parental supervision and 
thus develop the same kind of delinquent associations as those developed by de-
linquent boys (see Chapter 10).
 While Sutherland did not specifi cally test the impact of differential associa-
tions on gender differences in delinquency, other criminologists have. Numerous 
studies have looked at how girls’ association with delinquent friends affects their 
likelihood of engaging in delinquency.62 Kristan Erickson and her colleagues 
conducted a longitudinal analysis of gender differences among students from 
six high schools in California and three high schools in Wisconsin. They found 
a signifi cantly greater positive effect of having delinquent friends on subsequent 
delinquency for males than for females.63 Karen Heimer and Stacy De Coster 
found that girls learn fewer violent defi nitions than boys, on average, although 
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the impact of violent defi nitions on violence is equal across gender.64 Xiaoru 
Liu and Howard Kaplan studied 2,753 junior and senior high school students 
in Houston, Texas, and found that even though females and males engaged in 
similar levels of minor delinquencies, exposure to delinquent peers was more 
positively associated with delinquency for males than for females.65 Finally, 
Lonn Lanza-Kaduce and his colleagues studied the links between gender, al-
cohol use, and sexual behavior among students selected from eight universities. 
They found that men and women who were members of fraternities and sorori-
ties were most likely to use alcohol before having sex compared to students who 
were not Greek-society members, whether male or female. Fraternity men were 
most likely to use alcohol before having sex, followed in frequency by sorority 
women. Social learning/differential association theory can help in explaining 
why sorority women frequently engaged in drinking before sex, in that they tend 
to associate with fraternity men who are engaging in the same behavior. Less 
academic success measured by grades had a greater impact on females in in-
creasing alcohol use before sex compared to men with less academic success.66 
 Travis Hirschi’s notion of the social bond, refl ecting a social control per-
spective, provides a framework for explaining differences in rates of female and 
male delinquency, although Hirschi himself never explored this possibility. Hirs-
chi’s explanation of delinquency was developed from his analysis of a sample of 
about 4,000 boys; girls were intentionally excluded from the analysis. Coramae 
Richey Mann commented on this exclusion:

Travis Hirschi stratifi ed his samples of race, sex, school, and grade. He included 
1,076 black girls and 846 nonblack girls; but in the analysis of his data Hirschi 
admits “the girls disappear,” and he adds, “Since girls have been neglected for 
too long by students of delinquency, the exclusion of them is diffi cult to justify. 
I hope I return to them soon.” He didn’t.67

 Because social control theory appears to be one of the most powerful expla-
nations of juvenile delinquency generally, it is understandable that criminologists 
would soon test its application for explaining female delinquency. For example, 
Rachelle Canter reported that girls had stronger bonds to their parents than did 
boys, although this attachment had a greater inhibitory effect on delinquency 
for boys.68 Other studies have observed that boys are more likely than girls to 
be negatively infl uenced by their attachments to delinquent friends and are sub-
sequently more likely than girls to engage in delinquency and substance abuse.69 
A recent study of homeless and runaway youths by Constance Chapple and her 
colleagues similarly discovered that boys are more likely to get arrested than 
girls primarily because they have stronger attachments to delinquent peers.70 On 
the other hand, some studies have found no differences in boys’ and girls’ at-
tachment to their parents; gender differences in attachment to parents and peers 
seem to provide more protection for girls than for boys and consequently reduce 
the severity of delinquency among girls.71 
 In an extension of social control theory, Michael Gottfredson and Travis 
Hirschi argue that delinquency is more likely to occur among youth who lack 
self-control, and this is equally true for girls and boys. Gottfredson and Hirschi 
also suggest that gender differences in delinquency “appear to be invariant 
over time and space.” 72 The explanation for this difference is found in the 
substantial gender differences in self-control resulting from early childhood so-
cialization. Girls are socialized to be less impulsive and less risk-taking, more 
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sensitive and verbal rather than physical, more resistant to temptations, and 
more obedient. It is this difference in socialization, rather than differences in lev-
els of attachment or parental supervision as suggested in social bond theory, that 
accounts for gender differences in frequency and seriousness of delinquency.73 
Heimer and De Coster argue that female delinquency is controlled through sub-
tle, informal social controls, whereas males are “permitted” to use interpersonal 
violence.74 Interestingly, several scholars, including George Higgins and Rich-
ard Tewksbury, report that the processes of instilling self-control in children 
work differently for boys and 
girls.75 Teresa LaGrange and 
Robert Silverman found that 
the effects of self-control on 
delinquency operate differently 
among 2,095 Canadian high 
school students.76 Brenda Sims 
Blackwell and Alex Piquero re-
port similar gender differences 
using a sample of American 
adults.77 While self-control is 
useful as a general theoretical 
concept, it seems to explain 
delinquency better among men 
than women. 
 Recent tests of the general 
theory provide support for the idea that differences in self-control largely ac-
count for the gender differences in delinquency. Boys exhibit lower self-control 
than do girls, and this has direct effects on delinquent behavior.78 Low self-
control may also be predictive of female delinquency and victimization. Eric 
Stewart and his colleagues studied a group of 466 drug-using offenders in At-
lanta between 1998 and 2000. They found that young women with low self-
control are both more likely to engage in risky behaviors and to have higher 
levels of violent victimization than those with higher self-control.79

 Writing from the labeling perspective, Edwin Schur argues that women are 
negatively labeled with great regularity as “aggressive,” “bitchy,” “hysterical,” 
“fat,” “homely,” and “promiscuous.” According to Schur,

Judgments such as these, and the social reactions that accompany them, repre-
sent a very potent kind of deviance-defi ning. They may not put the presumed 
“offender” in jail, but they do typically damage her reputation, induce shame, 
and lower her “life chances.”

Through the process of labeling, an informal form of social control over females 
is maintained. Earlier in this chapter we discussed how the development of girls’ 
identities worked to keep women in their “place” and how girls were devalued 
through use of such terms as slut or whore. See Box 9-3 for a discussion of 
sexual labeling and control of girls. According to Schur, “When women are ef-
fectively stigmatized, that reinforces their overall subordination and makes it 
more diffi cult for them to achieve desired goals.” Furthermore, the differential 
enforcement of status offenses for girls can be seen as punishment for “violat-
ing or threatening to violate gender-related norms.” 80 Current research simi-
larly shows that labels differently affect men and women. Brenda Geiger and 
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A
lthough adolescent girls and boys fre-
quently engage in harmless bantering, 
kidding, and joking with each other, all 

too often the informal verbal interactions take 
on an insidious, demeaning, and manipula-
tive fl avor designed to facilitate boys’ control 
of girls. Mark Fleisher suggests that the use 
of insulting terms in the verbal dueling of girls 
and boys in the Freemont area in Kansas City 
helps to establish social hierarchies, allows 
for the release of tensions without violence, 
and defi nes group membership and friend-
ships. “Boys call girls by the standard list of 
insulting terms, including bitch, rotten bitch, 
stank bitch, pussy, cunt, and slut, among oth-
ers. Girls retaliate with a vengeance, shout-
ing, bastard, prick, pussy, bitch, little dick, . . . 
among others. Girls call one another by the 
standard list of insults.” The seeming equality 
of insults, however, masks the actual inequali-
ties in the relationships. According to Fleisher: 

Girls think about relationships as moral con-
tracts; boys don’t. Beyond the street rhetoric of the 
gang, girls’ implicit construction of relationships, 
especially with boys, includes fairness, reciprocity, 
and equality. . . . In what they perceive to be long-
term relationships, girls feel an inherent responsi-
bility toward the boys with whom they are involved, 
but the boys feel neither reciprocity nor fairness 
nor equality.

Elijah Anderson’s study of the informal 
street code that guides interactions between 
boys and girls in the inner city of Philadelphia 
refl ects a similar pattern of control in relation-
ships. While many girls “offer sex as a gift” 
in their attempt to gain a boy’s attention, 
boys defi ne the exchange as only a means 
to enhance their self-esteem. According to 
Anderson, “The girls have a dream, the boys 
a desire. The girls dream of being carried off 
by a Prince Charming who will love them. . . . 
The boys often desire either sex without com-
mitment or babies without responsibility for 
them.” The boys want to “score” with as many 
girls as possible—the more girls he has sex 
with, the higher his esteem in the eyes of 
his male peers. “But the young man not only 
must ‘get some’; he also must prove he is get-
ting it. This leads him to talk about girls and 
sex with any other young man who will listen.” 
Labels may also be used to control boys. If 
his peers suspect him of becoming too com-

mitted to a girl, they are likely to sanction him 
with “demeaning labels such as pussy, pussy-
whipped, or house-husband.”

Many of the interviews Mark Totten con-
ducted with 90 Canadian boys ages 13 to 17 
in Ottawa, Ontario, refl ected the boys’ willing-
ness to use demeaning labels to control girls. 
Steve, a 15-year-old, responded to Totten’s 
question “Do you like girls?” 

No, not really . . . I think most of them are stupid 
bitches. I’ll call them bitch, slut, whore all the time. 
They’re always trying to show me up—make me 
look stupid, like a goof. . . . It’s all about knowing 
your place in society. Some girls do, but most girls 
don’t know what they’re supposed to do. . . . We all 
think that girls should do what we want them to. And 
it pisses us off when they don’t. So I’ve seen some 
of them when they’ve hit girls. And all the time we 
are just joking around, calling them names—slut, 
cunt, whore, bitch, fat cow—we all do it.

When boys label girls in this manner as 
part of their oppression and control of girls, 
it should not be surprising that boys also ex-
press an attitude of negative fatalism with 
regard to future generations of girls. Philippe 
Bourgois spent 5 years studying the neighbor-
hood culture of the crack trade in East Harlem. 
Getting girls pregnant seemingly produced 
some ambivalence. Many boys took pride in 
noting how many girls they had impregnated. 
Luis, for example, bragged about getting a 
number of girls pregnant in just a 9-month pe-
riod, but then referred to them as “holes out 
there.” The ambivalence came from thinking 
about the possibility of the pregnancy produc-
ing a daughter. According to one youth, “That’s 
why I would never want to have a daughter, if I 
was to get my girl pregnant. I couldn’t handle 
the fact of having a baby, and then I have to 
see her being a ho.” And an 11-year-old com-
mented about his mother’s pregnancy: “He 
told us he hoped his mother would give birth 
to a boy ‘because girls are too easy to rape.’”

Sources: Elijah Anderson, Code of the Street: Decency, Vio-

lence, and the Moral Life of the Inner City (New York: W.W. 

Norton, 1999); Philippe Bourgois, In Search of Respect: Sell-

ing Crack in El Barrio (New York: Cambridge University Press, 

1995); Mark Fleisher, Dead End Kids: Gang Girls and the Boys 

They Know (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1998); 

Mark Totten, Guys, Gangs, & Girlfriend Abuse (Peterborough, 

Ontario: Broadview Press, 2000); Deborah Prothrow-Stith and 

Howard Spivak, Sugar & Spice and No Longer Nice: How We 

Can Stop Girls’ Violence (San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 2005).

Sexual Labeling and Control of Girls
A  W I N D O W  O N  D E L I N Q U E N C Yb o x  9 - 3

M4313.indb   303M4313.indb   303 8/23/07   4:09:53 PM8/23/07   4:09:53 PM



304 s e c t i o n  2 Explaining Delinquency

Michael Fischer conducted a study where offenders were given various labels, 
such as criminal, prostitute, drug dealer, and incompetent parent. Male offend-
ers were able to ignore or justify each label and still form a positive self-image. 
Conversely, female offenders were negatively affected by the labels, especially 
the charge of being an incompetent parent—regardless of whether it was true.81 
As Schur theorized, females appear to feel devalued by pejorative or negative 
labels. 

Marxist–Feminist Theories

Marxist–feminist theories combine the notions of patriarchal male dominance 
in the home and interpersonal relationships with male control of the means of 
production. In such an environment, the criminal justice system “defi nes as 
crimes those actions that threaten this capitalist–patriarchal system.” 82 For ex-
ample, James Messerschmidt argues that in societies characterized by patriar-
chal capitalism, male owners control workers, and men control women. Thus, 
under patriarchal capitalism, women experience double marginality: Women 
are subordinate to both capitalists and men.
 Messerschmidt suggests that girls are less likely to be involved in serious 
delinquencies for three reasons: (1) Most crimes are “masculine” in nature; 
physical strength, aggressiveness, and external proofs of achievement are facets 
of the male personality. (2) Because women are subordinate and less power-
ful, they have fewer opportunities to engage in serious crimes; and (3) males 
control even illegitimate opportunities, and females are relegated to subordi-
nate roles even in criminal ac-
tivities. When women do en-
gage in crime, their criminal 
activity is usually a response 
to their subordinate and pow-
erless position in patriarchal 
capitalist society. Such activity 
may take the form of privatized 
resistance, such as alcohol-
ism, drug abuse, or suicide, or 
of accommodation, which are 
generally less serious economic 
crimes including shoplifting 
and embezzlement.83

 Ronald Akers and Christine Sellers have raised important questions about 
Messerschmidt’s general reliance on the patriarchal social structure as an ex-
planation of all types of crimes committed by both females and males. They 
believe that, for the theory to truly be testable, it would be necessary to be able 
to measure the specifi c nature and impact of patriarchy in different parts of 
society, as well as to examine the relationship of gender inequalities and male 
and female crime patterns within a cross-cultural perspective.84 One such test, 
conducted by Darrell Steffensmeier, Emilie Allan, and Cathy Streifel, involved 
the examination of arrest data for homicide and major and minor property 
crimes in a wide range of societies. Steffensmeier and his colleagues found that 
neither “gender inequality” nor “female economic marginality” was related to 
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female–male arrest ratios in different societies. They noted, instead, that arrest 
ratios were more signifi cantly related to the degree to which women had access 
to consumer goods and to the general formalization of social control within the 
societies. These fi ndings provide very little support for Messerschmidt’s claim 
that patriarchal inequalities produce the gender differences in crime patterns.85

 Power-control theory, developed by John Hagan and his associates, argues 
that girls engage in less delinquency because their behavior is more closely moni-
tored and controlled by parents, especially the mother, in patriarchal families. 
In patriarchal families the father works outside the home and has control over 
others, while the mother stays at home and raises the children. Because the fa-
ther has a higher control position than the mother, he maintains control over 
both the wife and the children in the home. Egalitarian families, on the other 
hand, are characterized by a lack of gender differences in the consumption and 
production spheres. Both parents work and have control positions outside the 
home, and both share child rearing responsibilities within the home. Parental 
control is redistributed so that the control over daughters is more like that over 
sons, and daughters, like sons, are prepared to enter the production sphere and 
are given greater opportunities for risk taking. This differential treatment leads 
boys in such families, more so than girls, to engage in greater risk taking, and, 
consequently, delinquency.86 
 However, Meda Chesney-Lind and Randall Shelden suggest that this is “es-
sentially a not-too-subtle variation of the liberation hypothesis that women’s lib-
eration directly led to increases in female criminality. Now, mother’s liberation
or employment causes daughter’s crime.” 87 They argue there is no evidence to 
support Hagan’s claim that as women’s participation in the labor force increases, 
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femininity. Does this 
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so too will female delinquency. It should be noted, however, that Roy Austin’s 
analysis of labor force participation, divorce rates, and female arrests for minor, 
major, and occupational offenses does lend support to the claim that female lib-
eration is associated with an increase in female criminality.88

 Hagan and his associate have extended their work to more specifi cally con-
sider gender differences. Their gendered power-control theory links delinquency 
to subsequent gendered patterns of feelings of anger, despair, and aggressiveness 
as youth move through adolescent life-course stages. They argue that lower lev-
els of instrumental control of males compared to females in more patriarchal 
families increases the likelihood of males moving from more direct aggressive 
delinquency to the use of alcohol and drugs. Alternatively, they believe that “in 
more patriarchal families higher levels of relational control of females compared 
with males may yield sequences in which females more often move from indi-
rect, relational involvements in delinquency to feelings of depression.”89 
 Numerous tests of power-control theory have been conducted over the past 
two decades and they have met with mixed fi ndings. For example, Simon Singer 
and Murray Levine analyzed data from 705 high school youth, and 560 parents 
and found that, consistent with power-control theory, parents exerted less con-
trol over boys than girls, and mothers exerted greater control over girls. How-
ever, they also found that boys were more delinquent than girls in egalitarian 
households, which is contrary to the theory’s predictions.90 Merry Morash and 
Meda Chesney-Lind, found, in their analysis of the National Survey of Chil-
dren, that sex differences in delinquency were present regardless of patriarchal 
or egalitarian family structures.91 While Hagan and his associates assumed that 
single-parent families were suffi ciently similar to his classifi cation of egalitar-
ian families, other researchers questioned the assumption. Michael Leiber and 
Mary Ellen Wacker examined data from two samples of juveniles living in sin-
gle-mother households in Washington and Iowa. Associations with delinquent 
peers were related to delinquency; however, they found no support for power-
control theory.92 Christopher Uggen examined the relationship between parents’ 
perceptions of their workplace power and control and the delinquencies of their 
children. He found that “Parental power and control in the workplace increases 
the rate of arrest among males and decreases it among females. Maternal au-
thority position, in contrast, dramatically raises the risk of arrest among females 
and reduces this risk among males.” 93 Finally, Kristin Mack and Michael Leiber 
explored how race differences in delinquency between African Americans and 
whites could refl ect differences in household structure; however, they found that 
for both racial groups, boys simply committed more delinquency than girls re-
gardless of household structure.94 
 Daniel Mears and his colleagues suggest that sex differences in delinquency 
are more appropriately explained by how girls and boys are differentially af-
fected by the same criminogenic factors due to differences in their moral devel-
opment. They argue that “the primary socialization of women instills moral val-
ues that strongly discourage behavior that hurts or harms others.” Thus, moral 
evaluations by females counteract criminogenic conditions, such as dysfunc-
tional family organization, poverty, and exposure to delinquent friends. Not 
only are boys more likely than girls to have delinquent friends, it appears that 
boys also are more likely than girls to be strongly affected by their delinquent 
peers. According to Mears and his associates, this “refl ects the greater effect of 
moral evaluations in counteracting peer infl uence among females.” 95
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 Many feminist criminologists have called for the development of a “fem-
inist” theory of female delinquency, but no clearly articulated theory has 
emerged. The work of Chesney-Lind may come closest. Girls’ lower involvement 
in delinquency is explained by the emphasis placed on their developing nurtur-
ing relationships. Chesney-Lind 
contends that children, female 
or male, who identify with a 
nurturing parent who cares for 
others are likely to develop iden-
tities built on an ethic of care 
and concern for others rather 
than identities conducive to 
harming others. It is also noted 
that men can take on nurturing 
roles and, since sons can iden-
tify just as easily with a nurtur-
ing father as with a nurturing 
mother, such identification can 
promote prosocial behavior in boys.96 
 Feminists acknowledge that girls do become delinquent and that any femi-
nist theory of female delinquency must take into consideration the various in-
fl uences of gender. From this perspective, female delinquency is accounted for 
by the gender and sexual scripts in patriarchal families that lead girls, more 
than boys, to be victims of family-related sexual abuse. In patriarchal societies, 
male–female relationships are unequal, and young women are defi ned as sexual 
objects and seen as sexually attractive by older men. Girls become more vulner-
able to both physical and sexual abuse because of norms that give males control 
over females and keep them at home where victimizers have greater access to 
them. Furthermore, victimizers, usually males, can call upon offi cial agencies 
of control to keep girls at home. The juvenile court has historically been willing 
to uncritically support parental control and authority over daughters. Girls who 
react to abuse by running away from home are often returned to their parents 
by juvenile authorities. If girls persist in running away, the court may then in-
carcerate them. Girls who successfully run away often fi nd themselves unable 
to enroll in school or to obtain reasonable jobs so that they may then be forced 
into the streets, where their survival may depend on petty crimes such as theft, 
panhandling, or prostitution.97

Differential Oppression Theory

Differential oppression theory also provides a framework for understanding 
why girls become delinquent as well as why they are less inclined to delinquency 
than males. This theory argues that adults oppress children as they attempt to 
impose and maintain adult conceptions of social order. Children are perceived 
as objects, devalued, and defi ned as inferior to adults; consequently, they ex-
perience a sense of powerlessness and marginality. Adults impose their social 
order on children frequently through oppressive means. But oppression falls on 
a continuum, ranging from simple demands for obedience to rules designed for 
the convenience of adults to the physical or sexual abuse of children. Adults’ 
perceptions of children as inferior, subordinate, and troublemakers allow adults 

theor y  in  a  nutshel l
Meda Chesney-Lind

Chesney-Lind argued that girls are less delin-

quent because they are more often socialized 

to be nurturing and thus develop identities em-

phasizing caring for others rather than causing 

harm to others.

Low female involvement 

in delinquency seriously 

challenges most 

criminological theories. 

Do female offenders 

require separate 

theorization? Why might 

scholars be unwilling to 

develop “separate but 

equal” explanations for 

delinquency based 

on sex?

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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to rationalize their oppressive acts. Generally, the more oppressed the child is, 
the more likely she or he will become delinquent.98 
 Girls in patriarchal societies, however, are doubly oppressed. They are op-
pressed as children and as females. The four modes of adaptation include

• Passive acceptance of one’s status.

• Manipulation of peers to gain power.

• Exercise of illegitimate coercive power.

• Retaliation.99

Most girls adapt to oppression through passive acceptance of their subordinate 
and inferior status. Their obedience is built upon fear, which derives from im-
plied threats and intimidation. However, this passive acceptance may be only 
a façade, presenting to the oppressor the appearance of conformity. Girls out-
wardly appear to accept their inferior positions but develop a repressed hatred 
for their oppressors, adapting to the structures of domination in which they are 
immersed. Once a situation of violence and oppression has been established, it 
engenders an entire way of life and behaviors for those caught up in it.100

 Some girls adapt to their oppression through the exercise of illegitimate 
coercive power. They are attracted to delinquency because it helps them to 

Differential 
oppression theory 
contends that girls 

turn to prostitution 
because it helps 

establish a sense of 
power and autonomy. 

What are other 
reasons girls turn to 

prostitution? Is sex a 
form of social capital 

for them?
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establish a sense of autonomy and control. This anticipatory delinquency is a 
yearning for adult status. Delinquent acts can immediately and demonstratively 
make things happen. Sexual misbehavior, illicit use of drugs or alcohol, and vio-
lations of the criminal law derive greater symbolic importance for the girl to the 
extent that they reflect her own control over her behavior. The “sneaky thrill” 
that accompanies shoplifting, drug use, or illicit sexual encounters, for example, 
is not simply a product of the rush of the act but a consequence of the girl know-
ing that she is controlling the event. 
 Through manipulation of one’s peers, girls who have experienced oppres-
sion at the hands of adults may acquire a sense of strength and control or a 
degree of empowerment not otherwise felt. Bullying younger or smaller children 
at school may be a form of displacement of a girl’s anger at a parent or teacher 
(see Chapter 11). Girls also verbally bully or manipulate peers, especially female 
peers, in an attempt to establish social hierarchies, eliminate competition for 
attention, release tensions without violence, or defi ne group membership and 
friendships.101 
 Girls may engage in retaliation or “getting back” at the people or the in-
stitutions they believe are the source of their oppression. Some adolescent girls 
who are severely physically or sexually abused by parents may retaliate by strik-
ing directly at their parents, assaulting or killing them. Not only larger, stronger 
girls strike back at an abusive parent. Some smaller, physically weaker children 
may fi ght back by compensating with speed and choice of weapon. For example, 
a young girl may wait until her parents are asleep and then torch the home. 
Or, she may retaliate by striking at a substitute, such as a younger sibling who 
is viewed as representative of her parents. Finally, many girls retaliate against 
their parents by turning inward—by becoming chronically depressed or con-
templating or committing suicide. According to the Centers for Disease Control 
and Prevention, one in four female students surveyed had seriously considered 
attempting suicide during some time during the 12 months prior to the survey, 
16 percent had made a specifi c plan to attempt suicide, 11 percent had actually 
attempted suicide, and 3 percent made a suicide attempt resulting in an injury, 
poisoning, or overdose requiring medical attention.102 
 Adult conceptions in patriarchal societies of the girl as female (relational, 
nurturing, and passive) contribute to their oppression. This reinforces tradi-
tional gender roles and, subsequently, to the girl’s identity as “object.” Treated 
as an object, a girl may adapt by developing an identity through relationships 
with boys; she does not have to “prove” her own worth as long as she is “re-
lated” to a proven person. Consequently, her delinquencies may be indirect and 
relational. Being defi ned as a female object may also reinforce the identity of the 
girl as a “sexual object.” In this case, adaptations may take the form of sexual 
delinquencies and prostitution.
 But oppression of girls as females also carries with it a reinforcement of 
more domestic, passive, relational, and nurturing roles that often exclude them 
from the outside world of male street–peer groups. Not only are girls more 
closely monitored and kept closer to home; they are encouraged to identify with 
their mothers and to concentrate on building and maintaining relations. In ad-
dition, girls learn to anticipate economic dependence and the need to develop 
intimate interpersonal ties through which a sense of value and self-esteem may 
be gained. At the same time, they are discouraged from pursuing independent 
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acts and risk-taking activities. 
As girls develop identities that 
reinforce positive, prosocial, 
and nurturing relations with 
others stressing caring and fair-
ness, they are less likely to en-
gage in behaviors harmful to 
others.
 Differential oppression the-
ory, as applied to female delin-
quency, builds on earlier work 
stressing differences in social-
ization patterns of girls and boys and views the role of socialization of adoles-
cent girls within the context of oppression. While male adolescents experience 
the oppression of being a child, female adolescents experience the double op-
pression of being a female child. The socialization of girls leads not only to their 
being less likely to engage in delinquency in general but also to their likelihood 
of engaging in particular forms of delinquency.

Juvenile Justice Policy Applications

Criminological theorizing about delinquency has typically focused on male, 
rather than female, delinquency. The same criminological gaze through male 
eyes has led to a marginalizing or minimizing of policies and programs aimed 
at preventing or treating female delinquency. Recognizing this, Meda Chesney-
Lind argues that “girls involved in the juvenile justice system are particularly 
invisible in terms of programming.” According to Chesney-Lind, most programs 
offered for females are based on stereotypes of “girls’ issues,” such as teen preg-
nancy, sexual abuse, or gang violence, and focus on intervention in the lives of 
girls already in trouble rather than on prevention for girls who are at risk of 
involvement in delinquency. Moreover, most traditional delinquency programs 
for girls have been built around commonsense understandings about what ado-
lescent boys need. These may sometimes work for girls, or for some girls, and 
sometimes they may not.103

 There are approaches that Chesney-Lind believes may be effective, including 
policies and programs designed to protect girls from physical and sexual vio-
lence, to reduce the risk of HIV-AIDS and pregnancy, to deal with unemploy-
ment and job training, to locate safe and affordable housing, to assist in man-
aging family problems and stress, and to develop a sense of empowerment (see 
Box 9-4 for additional discussion on female delinquency programming). Finally, 
Chesney-Lind suggests that programs for at-risk girls need to create separate 
time and space for girls, separate from boys, so that issues related to sexism will 
not be overshadowed by boys’ more disruptive behavior.

theor y  in  a  nutshel l
Robert M. Regoli and John D. Hewitt

Regoli and Hewitt argued that girls commit 

less delinquency because girls are doubly 

oppressed. They are oppressed as children 

and as females.
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A 
model for developing appropriate fe-
male delinquency prevention programs 
through the identifi cation of special 

needs of female adolescents may be found 
in a series of studies undertaken by Barbara 
Bloom and her colleagues. This needs as-
sessment gathered information on the needs 
of girls and young women in California through 
extensive interviews and focus groups with 
juvenile justice personnel, including judges, 
probation offi cer, and program staff, as well 
as with girls and young women around the 
state. Data were collected for the following is-
sue areas:

• Factors contributing to delinquency and 
other risk behavior.

• Types of problems experienced by girls 
and young women.

• Types of help and services needed.

• Obstacles in seeking help.

• Program gaps and barriers.

• Effective program elements.

The researchers noted a number of fi nd-
ings. First, family issues, including parent–
child confl icts, parental absence, parental drug 
use and criminality, and lack of parent–child 
communication were believed to signifi cantly 
contribute to female offending. Second, emo-
tional, physical, and sexual abuses were sig-
nifi cantly related to delinquency, yet few pro-
grams address the girls’ specifi c needs. Third, 
while running away from home is likely to lead 
to delinquency, there are very few safe options 
for girls who believe they can no longer live at 
home. Fourth, although drug abuse typically 
leads to other delinquent behaviors, there are 
few substance abuse programs, including pre-
vention and residential care that specifi cally 
focus on the needs of girls. Fifth, adolescent 
females’ attitudes of independence and am-
bivalence toward parental discipline and guid-
ance appeared problematic, often leading to 
resistance to seeking help from adults. Sixth, 
because school diffi culties and negative atti-
tudes toward school often lead to excessive 
truancy and dropping out, schools were iden-
tifi ed as key locations and opportunities for 
early intervention for at-risk girls. Finally, early 

sexual activity by girls is related to other risky 
behaviors and is predictive of delinquency and 
suggestive of the need for special female-
focused sex education programming. 

Bloom and her associates also found sig-
nifi cant barriers to effective programming for 
female delinquents. These barriers included 
such problems as defi ciencies in funding and 
resources, especially for female-focused pro-
grams; family resistance, especially lack of 
parental involvement or support; long waiting 
lists for services; and girls’ distrust and fear 
of people in positions of authority. 

Many suggestions for program change 
were offered. Most respondents said that 
greater and improved information about what 
works for girls was needed and that existing 
programs should be designed to address the 
wide range of specifi c problems, issues, and 
needs of girls. Programs should use gender-
specifi c models to address issues of care 
and services for girls, and a gendered focus 
should apply to aftercare and follow-up ser-
vices. In addition, training and education of 
those working with girls in the juvenile justice 
system must provide understanding into the 
unique dynamics of female crime; the needs 
of girls are very different from those of males. 
Finally, programs should be designed to ad-
dress the particular situations of girls in so-
ciety and tailored to the real-world problems 
of girls. All of these efforts should be gender 
specifi c and gender appropriate.

Sources: Barbara Bloom, Barbara Owen, Elizabeth De-

schenes, and Jill Rosenbaum, “Moving Toward Justice for 

Female Juvenile Offenders in the New Millennium: Modeling 

Gender-Specifi c Policies and Programs,” Journal of Contem-

porary Criminal Justice 18:37–57 (2002); Barbara Bloom, 

Barbara Owen, Elizabeth Deschenes, and Jill Rosenbaum, 

“Improving Juvenile Justice for Females: A Statewide As-

sessment in California,” Crime & Delinquency 48:526–552 

(2002); Barbara Bloom, Barbara Owen, Jill Rosenbaum, and 

Elizabeth Deschenes, “Focusing on Girls and Young Women: 

A Gendered Perspective on Female Delinquency,” Women &

Criminal Justice 14:117–136 (2003); Joanne Belknap and 

Kristi Holsinger, “The Gendered Nature of Risk Factors for 

Delinquency,” Feminist Criminology 1:48–71 (2006); Kristy 

Holtfreter and Merry Morash, “The Needs of Women Offend-

ers: Implications for Correctional Programming,” Women & 

Criminal Justice 14:137–160 (2003); Amy Farrell, “Women, 

Crime, and Drugs: Testing the Effect of Therapeutic Commu-

nities,” Women & Criminal Justice 11:21–48 (2000).

Improving Programming for Girls
D E L I N Q U E N C Y  P R E V E N T I O Nb o x  9 - 4
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The study of delinquency over the past century has focused almost exclusively 
on male behavior. The marginal treatment of females refl ects the realities of a 
patriarchal society in which males control the sexuality and labor of women. 
Girls grow up in a society in which they are presumed to be “inferior” to boys 
and are socialized into sexually stereotypic gender roles beginning at birth.

Early explanations of female delinquency stressed the biological and devel-
opmental differences between the constitutional makeup of females and that 
of males: Female delinquents were seen as atavistic, inferior, unadjusted, and 
inherently deceitful. More recent biological and developmental theories have ex-
plored girls’ emotional problems and differences in hormonal levels and early 
physical development as factors leading to delinquency.

Early sociological theories shifted attention from individual characteristics 
or fl aws to the role of social forces in delinquency. Although they often ignored 
female delinquency or saw it as irrelevant in explaining the real problems of 
crime, more recent tests of many of the theories appear to provide partial expla-
nations for gender differences in patterns of delinquency. Marxist and feminist 
theories, stressing the effects of patriarchy and capitalism in society on females, 
have focused attention on the role of control and supervision of girls in limit-
ing their activities, including delinquency. Finally, differential oppression theory 
emphasizes the impact of the double oppression that girls face as children and as 
females. These modes of oppression account for both the lower rates of female 
delinquency as well as the particular adaptive reactions of girls to oppression, 
which often include delinquency.
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Chivalry hypothesis The notion that lower rates of crime among females refl ect men’s 

deference and protective attitude toward women whereby female offenses are generally 

overlooked or excused by males. 

Differential oppression theory The theory that provides a framework for understanding 

why girls become delinquent as well as why they are less inclined to delinquency than 

males.

Doubly oppressed The idea that adolescent girls are oppressed both as children and as 

females.

Gender–role identities Individual identities based on sexual stereotypes. 

Liberation hypothesis The belief that changes brought about by the women’s movement 

triggered a wave of female crime.

Patriarchy A social system that enforces masculine control of the sexuality and labor 

power of women. 

Power-control theory The theory that emphasizes the consequences of the power relations 

of husbands and wives in the workplace on the lives of children.

M4313.indb   313M4313.indb   313 8/23/07   4:09:57 PM8/23/07   4:09:57 PM



10 The Family and Delinquency 317

11 Schools and Delinquency 347

12 Peer Group and Gang Delinquency 383

314

o
u

t
li

n
e

The Social Context
of Delinquency

sec t i on  3

M4313.indb   314M4313.indb   314 8/23/07   4:09:57 PM8/23/07   4:09:57 PM



PREVIOUS SECTIONS OF the text examined 

the nature of juvenile delinquency as it 

has come to be defi ned, measured, and 

explained. How delinquency is defi ned 

and measured largely determines how 

criminologists explain it. The theories and 

explanations that have evolved, however, 

must also be connected to the social reality 

of delinquency. This section examines 

juvenile delinquency within its societal 

context.

 Juvenile delinquency is closely tied to 

those social groupings or institutions where 

children spend most of their time: with the 

family, in school, and with friends. Chapter 10

examines the family and the issues that directly or indirectly contribute to 

a child’s delinquency. The traditional functions of the family, socializing of 

children, inculcating moral values, regulating sexual activity, and providing 

material, physical, and emotional security, as well as the traditional structure of 

the family, have undergone substantial change during the past 40 years. Many 

of the changes have caused increased tension, anxiety, and confl ict within 

the family. Single-parent families, working mothers, and inadequate parenting 

skills have been identifi ed as contributing to delinquency. So, too, have the 

problems of divorce, including custody battles, forced visitation, and failure to 

pay court-ordered support for noncustodial children. To whatever extent basic 

parenting skills and structural change within families impact the likelihood of 

delinquency, current research is rather consistently suggesting there are even 

greater effects produced by familial maltreatment of children.

 Children spend close to half their waking hours in school. Chapter 11 

explores how schools are not only locations of adolescent crime, but may 

directly or indirectly contribute to the problem of youth crime. Although violent 

(continued)
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crime has declined in schools in recent years, students and teachers are 

still victimized. Bullying has recently gained national attention as a possible 

correlate, if not cause, of school violence. Schools continue to grapple with 

the problems associated with both high rates of dropouts and troublesome 

students who stay in school. To what extent do the built-in stresses and 

confl icts of the schooling process, the temptations and pressures of 

peers, and the enforcement of school rules with sanctions ranging from 

suspensions to corporal punishment contribute to disruptive behaviors and 

more serious delinquencies?

Chapter 12 looks at juvenile delinquency within the context of peer 

groups and gangs. Are children more likely to violate norms and laws 

when with their friends? Are juvenile gangs simply more formal and violent 

expressions of more normal school and neighborhood peer groups? Why 

do juveniles form gangs? How do the cultural experiences of various racial 

and ethnic groups affect the development of juvenile gangs? Although 

criminologists ponder the diffi culties in defi ning gangs, local law enforcement 

and politicians often draw upon statutory defi nitions to support get-tough 

approaches to gang suppression. Might intervention and prevention policies 

provide a more effective long-term solution to the gang problem? ●
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T
he family is the most important social institution. The earliest and 
most critical stages of a child’s socialization occur within the family. 
The family is largely responsible for instilling in children important 
moral and religious values and understanding about right and wrong. 
However, as a Chinese proverb states, “No family is perfect; nobody’s 
family can claim they do not have problems.” Family problems, 

however, vary greatly in both type and magnitude (See box 10-1). The problems 
of some families may be minor and produce only small consequences for family 
members. Other families may experience greater problems, and the impact on 
its members may be signifi cant. One problem families often face is juvenile 
delinquency.
 The family has long been considered an important player in producing 
or reducing delinquency. For example, in 1915 Douglas Morrison wrote that 
“among social circumstances which have a hand in determining the future of 
the individual it is enough for our present purpose to recognize that the family 
is chief.”1 How do families contribute to the delinquent behavior of their chil-
dren? In this chapter, after discussing traditional functions of the family, we will 
explore the effects of varying family structures, family dynamics, and parenting 
styles on delinquency.

TRADITIONAL FUNCTIONS OF THE FAMILY

Traditionally, the family has performed four principal functions: the socializa-
tion of children, the inculcation of moral values, the reproduction and the regu-
lation of sexual activity, and the provision of material, physical, and emotional 
security.

The Socialization of Children

The family is the fi rst and most important social unit to affect children; it is 
the fi rst social world the child encounters. Socialization is the process through 
which children learn the ways of a particular society or social group so that 
they can function within it. Individuals learn the attitudes, behaviors, and social 
roles considered appropriate for them from already-socialized individuals, typi-
cally parents and other family members. Through the socialization process in 
families, the personalities, values, and beliefs of children are initially shaped. 
Families aid in the development of stable and emotionally secure individuals and 
enhance the cognitive and language development of children by providing a va-
riety of intellectually rich and stimulating experiences. Parents and older family 
members also serve as role models, transmitting educational values, and provide 
environments in which children can safely develop a sense of autonomy.2 But 
families are not isolated groups. Rather, they exist within a larger social and 
cultural context and will refl ect the family’s particular class, ethnic, racial, reli-
gious, political, and regional characteristics. This means that a child’s socializa-
tion is somewhat selective, depending on the background and contextual experi-
ences of his or her particular family.3
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 At a theoretical level, families are also the primary locus for teaching chil-
dren self-control, which is a major inhibitor of delinquency. You may recall from 
Chapter 7 that Michael Gottfredson and Travis Hirschi argue that adolescents 
who have low self-control are more likely to participate in delinquency than are 
youth with greater self-control, and the primary “‘cause’ of low self-control is 
ineffective child-rearing.” 4 While we will discuss parenting or child rearing prac-
tices at greater length later in this chapter, a key ingredient in the socialization of 
children is the development of an appropriate level of self-control. Unfortunately, 
our own families and even our family structure can contribute to delinquency. In 
2006 economists that study birth order discovered that merely having an older 
sibling increases the likelihood that younger brothers and sisters will misbehave. 
Younger siblings were 3 to 7 percent more likely to smoke cigarettes, drink 

F
amily violence is a troubling public-health 
problem that produces many negative 
consequences for children. These in-

clude increased school problems, alcohol and 
substance abuse, delinquency, and mental 
health problems, such as depression. Witness-
ing, perpetrating, or being the victim of fam-
ily violence during childhood or adolescence 
also signifi cantly increases the likelihood that
a child will use violence against partners and
family members. How prevalent is family 
violence? The following snapshot contains 
national data from surveys conducted by 
the Bureau of Justice Statistics and data-
bases maintained by the Federal Bureau of 
Investigation. 

• The rate of family violence is 2 victims per 
1,000 U.S. residents age 12 or older.

• Between 1998 and 2002, about 4 million 
violent family crimes were committed, which 
is 11 percent of all violent victimizations.

• 49 percent of all family violence is perpe-
trated against a spouse.

• Simple assault is the most common form 
of family violence.

• Between 1998 and 2002, about 
0.5 percent incidents of family violence were 
murders.

• About 75 percent of family violence occurs 
in or near the victim’s residence.

• Women comprise 73 percent of family vio-
lence victims, including 84 percent of spou-
sal assault victimizations.

• About 75 percent of the perpetrators of 
family violence are men.

• Most family violence victims are white 
(74 percent) and between the ages of 25 and 
54 (66 percent). Most family violence offend-
ers are also white (79 percent) and age 30 or 
older (62 percent).

• About 60 percent of family violence victim-
izations are reported to police.

• Of the two million incidents of family vio-
lence reported to police from 1998 to 2002, 
36 percent resulted in an arrest.

• About 75,000 offenders are currently serv-
ing time in state prisons for family violence 
convictions. 

Sources: Matthew Durose, Caroline Wolf Harlow, Patrick 

Langan, Mark Motivans, Ramona Rantala, and Erica Smith, 

Family Violence Statistics (Washington, DC: U. S. Department 

of Justice, 2005); Kathleen Sternberg, Michael Lamb, Eva 

Guterman, and Craig Abbott, “The Effects of Early and Later 

Family Violence on Behavior Problems and Depression,” Child 

Abuse & Neglect 30:283–306 (2006); Rochelle Hanson, 

Shannon Self-Brown, Adrienne Fricker-Elhai, Dean Kilpatrick, 

Benjamin Saunders, and Heidi Resnick, “Relations between 

Family Environment and Violence Exposure among Youth: 

Findings from the National Survey of Adolescents,” Child Mal-

treatment 11:3–15 (2006). 
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alcohol, smoke marijuana, and be sexually active if they had an older brother 
or sister. While the purpose of the family is to socialize children for positive 
behaviors, inappropriate socialization can have negative consequences (See 
box 10-2).5

Inculcation of Moral Values

One of the most critical aspects of socialization is the development of moral val-
ues in children. Moral education, or the training of the individual to be inclined 
toward the good, involves a number of things, including the rules of society and 
the development of good habits.6 Youth who have developed higher levels of 
prosocial moral reasoning, such as operating according to empathetic motives 
and internalizing values that would lead youth to act in ways to benefi t others 
and society, are less likely to engage in aggressive behavior and delinquency.7 
Although the church and school complement the family in both teaching and 
setting examples of moral behavior, it is in the family where the development of 

C
hildren who grow up to be well-function-
ing adults experience security and sta-
bility as they develop and are effectively 

socialized to take on roles in society. Children 
who grow up in families where a parent is in-
carcerated may have experiences that do not 
promote development into a well-functioning 
adult. In other words, having mom or dad in 
prison is not normal and probably will result 
in many negative outcomes for children. What 
are these outcomes?

Anne Dannerbeck examined 1,112 juvenile 
offenders in Missouri, 31 percent of whom 
had a parental history of incarceration. She 
found that parents who had previously been 
imprisoned:

• Exhibited lower levels of effective 
parenting.

• Exhibited higher levels of ineffective 
parenting.

• Exhibited more substance abuse 
problems.

• Exhibited more psychiatric problems.

• Were more likely to physically abuse their 
children.

• Were more likely to lose their children to 
out-of-home placement. 

• Were significantly more likely to have chil-
dren with serious delinquent histories.

The multifaceted negative effects of prisoner 
parents on children are not limited to the United
States. For instance, Joseph Murray and David
Farrington evaluated the effects of parental 
imprisonment on a cohort of London boys 
during the fi rst 10 years of life. The results 
were dramatic. Boys whose mother or father 
had been imprisoned were signifi cantly more 
delinquent than their peers who had more 
normal upbringings. In fact, the independent 
effect of parental imprisonment continued to 
predict antisocial behavior and crime when 
the boys were 32. In short, prisoner parents 
infl ict a variety of serious risks on their chil-
dren, many of which continue to cause prob-
lems into adulthood. 

Sources: Anne Dannerbeck, “Differences in Parenting Attri-

butes, Experiences, and Behaviors of Delinquent Youth With 

and Without a Parental History of Incarceration,” Youth Vio-

lence and Juvenile Justice 3:199–213 (2005); Joseph Murray 

and David Farrington, “Parental Imprisonment: Effects on 

Boys’ Antisocial Behavior and Delinquency through the Life-

Course,” Journal of Child Psychology and Psychiatry 46:1269–

1278 (2005); David Farrington and Brandon Welsh, Saving 

Children from a Life of Crime: Early Risk Factors and Effective 

Interventions (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007).
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moral virtue or good character is effectively formed or left unformed.8 Robert 
Coles puts it this way:

Good children are boys and girls who in the fi rst place have learned to take se-
riously the very notion, the desirability, of goodness—a living up to the Golden 
Rule, a respect for others, a commitment of mind, heart, soul to one’s family, 
neighborhood, nation—and have also learned that the issue of goodness is not 
an abstract one, but rather a concrete, expressive one: how to turn the rhetoric 
of goodness into action, moments that affi rm the presence of goodness in a 
particular lived life.9

Similarly, the Children’s Defense Fund advocates that every child deserves a 
moral start in life, meaning that he or she should be taught the enduring values 
of honesty, hard work, discipline, respect for self and others, responsibility, and 
doing unto others as they would have done to themselves.10

 Emile Durkheim believed the integrative function of religion was crucial for 
maintaining social order. Social cohesion was enhanced through shared values 
and norms generally originating from religious practice. When parents view reli-
gion as important, communicate religious values and practices to their children, 
and involve their children in religious activities, inclinations toward delinquency 
are reduced. Religious beliefs, according to Bruce Chadwick and Brent Top, 
have long been understood to be the foundation for moral behavior, and thus, 
“the more religious a person is, the less likely he or she will be to participate in 
delinquent or criminal behaviors.”11

 There is much evidence that an adolescent’s religiosity, typically measured by 
religious participation, including church attendance, private prayer, Bible study, 
discussing one’s belief in God with others, belief in this-world or other-worldly 
sanctions, and attitudes and behaviors refl ecting an individual’s commitment to 
the religious teachings of his or her faith, is negatively related to delinquency. 

A recent case of child 

abuse shocked the world. 

Police discovered that 

an 8-year-old girl was 

confi ned by her own 

parents to a urine- and 

feces-fi lled closet for 

four years. The child 

weighed only 25 pounds. 

Will the abused child 

likely become delinquent 

because of this extreme 

maltreatment? What 

would be an appropriate 

punishment for the 

parents? 

t h i n ka b o u t  i t

In families, children 
learn the ways of 

society. They learn 
attitudes, behaviors, 

and social roles. 
The children in this 
family are learning 

about the importance 
of education.
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A recent meta-analysis of 60 published studies conducted over the last 30 years 
examining the relationship between religion and delinquency concluded that 
“religious behavior and beliefs exert a signifi cant, moderate deterrent effect 
on individuals’ criminal behavior.”12 A recent study by Byron Johnson and his 
colleagues examined the impact of religiosity on over 2,300 at-risk African 
American juveniles living in poverty tracts in Boston, Chicago, and Philadel-
phia. They found that church attendance, even after controlling for background 
and other nonreligious variables, such as secular bonding and informal social 
controls through the family and school, has an independent effect on nondrug 
crime, drug use, and drug dealing among the disadvantaged youth.13 Other stud-
ies also fi nd a religion to have a deterrent impact on delinquency. For example, 
Brent Benda and Robert Corwyn looked at random samples of youth from two 
public schools in the inner-city of a large, East Coast city and from three rural 
public schools in the South. They concluded that “religion is inversely related to 
crime among adolescents in both urban and rural public schools,” although it 
did not appear to affect illicit drug use. Benda and Corwyn speculate that drug 
use may have reached a widely “normalized” level of acceptable behavior within 
teen culture.14 
 Interestingly, the most frequently cited work on this topic is “Hellfi re and 
Delinquency” published by Travis Hirschi and Rodney Stark. They reported 
that there was no link between religiosity (based on church and Sunday school 
attendance and belief in Hell) and delinquent behavior.15 The popularity of the 
study’s fi ndings “that religion fails to guide teenagers along the straight and nar-
row was soon enshrined in undergraduate textbooks.”16 Subsequent research, 
however, consistently found strong negative effects of religion on delinquency. 
Stark accounts for the relative uniqueness of their fi ndings as a product of their 
study being done in the Far West where there is very low religious involvement 
compared to other regions of the country. Studies conducted in the East, South, 
Midwest, and Mountain states have consistently found an adolescent’s religios-
ity, especially when reinforced by family and peer religiousness, to have a pre-
ventative effect on delinquency.17 Today, Stark is not hesitant to state: “Other 
things being equal, religious individuals will be less likely than those who are 
not religious to commit deviant acts.”18

Reproduction and Regulation of Sexual Activity

The family is the traditional social unit for sexual reproduction. The family 
teaches children society’s norms about sexual conduct, what is acceptable, and 
what is unacceptable. In the family, children learn at what age, with whom, and 
under what circumstances they may engage in sexual relationships. Children 
also learn in the family about the consequences of sexual activity; that is, if 
pregnancy occurs, who is responsible for the care and maintenance of the infant 
and how such care should be provided.19

Provision of Material, Physical, 
and Emotional Security

Families are the primary providers of the material well-being of their members. 
The family clothes, feeds, and provides shelter. Parents or older siblings pro-
vide supervision and monitoring of younger children to ensure their safety and 
obedience. In addition, the family provides for the physical security of its mem-
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bers, and the mere presence of family members in the home functions to protect 
the family from potential thieves, vandals, and burglars.20 Finally, the family 
provides emotional security to its members by giving encouragement, support, 
and unconditional love.
 The provisions that families, especially parents, provide to children are cu-
mulative. In many ways, some of the best predictors of a child’s life outcomes 
are his or her parents’ backgrounds. Steven Levitt and Stephen Dubner suggest 
that “who” your parents are is more meaningful in explaining children’s suc-
cess or failure than their parenting ability. Levitt and Dubner found that a child 
with at least 50 children’s books in his or her room scores about fi ve percentile 
points higher than a child with no books, and a child with 100 books scores an-
other fi ve percentile points higher than a child with 50 books. Highly educated, 
well-paid parents who waited until age 30 to start families have children with 
the highest test scores. Other important parenting factors, such as TV watch-
ing, whether mom worked, whether children went to museums, and whether the 
child attended Head Start, did not affect test scores nearly as much. Levitt and 
Dubner suggest that parenting techniques are highly overrated when it comes to 
assessing the material and human resources of children. By the time most par-
ents pick up a book on parenting technique, it’s too late. Many of the things that 
matter most were decided long ago, such as the parents’ education, how hard 
they worked to build careers, who they married, and how long they waited to 
have children.21 
 The world, however, is not perfect, and many families fail miserably at 
achieving one or more of these goals. Families, unfortunately, often transmit 
values that promote violence or criminality and undermine the development of 
positive self-concepts among children. Too often, families fail to inculcate moral 
values or virtues in their young. Too many families fail to teach proper sexual 
conduct. And too many families fail to provide adequate material, physical, and 
emotional security to its members when parents divorce or fail to marry in the 
fi rst place or when they engage in disreputable or criminal behavior, thereby 
ignoring the primary needs of the children. Such failures of the family are not 
new, but there is evidence that recent changes in the family have signifi cantly 
contributed to problem behaviors, including delinquency.

THE CHANGING FAMILY

A number of changes in the American family during the past few decades have 
prompted both controversy and debate over the meaning and implications of 
the trends. In 1970, 85 percent of children under age 18 lived with both mother 
and father; by 2005, only 67 percent of children lived with both parents. Ap-
proximately 20 million children live with one parent, 17.2 million lived with their 
mothers and 3.5 million, with their fathers. It is expected that during the fi rst 
decade of the 21st century a majority of children will spend a portion of their 
childhood in families with only one parent.22 In 2006, for the fi rst time in Ameri-
can history, the majority of households (50.2 percent) were comprised of unmar-
ried couples.23 Also in 2006 nearly 40 percent of babies born in the United States 
were out of wedlock, births that were once referred to as “illegitimate births.” 
Whereas once out-of-wedlock births were considered taboo, today they are so 
commonplace that they are statistically almost the norm.24 

Is sexual behavior during 

adolescence intrinsically 

delinquent? 

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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 This trend is troubling. According to James Q. Wilson:

Compared to children who are raised by their biological father and mother, 
those raised by mothers, black or white, who have never married are more 
likely to be poor, to acquire less schooling, to be expelled or suspended from 
school, to experience emotional or behavioral problems, to display antisocial 
behavior, to have trouble getting along with their peers, and to start their own 
single-parent families. These unhappy outcomes affl ict both girls and boys, but 
they have a more adverse effect on boys.25 

 Changes in the American family produce many unintended consequences, 
including the most serious forms of delinquency. For example, Jennifer Schwartz 
has examined whether family structure infl uences the murder rate. It does. Coun-
ties with greater levels of family disruption, defi ned as single-parent, female-
headed households, have higher murder rates than counties with traditional 
family structures. Schwartz found that a 1 percent increase in a community’s 
level of family disruption increased homicides by women 11 percent and by men 
25 percent. In places where at least 20 percent of the households are female-
headed, the male homicide rate is 125 percent higher while the female homicide 
rate is 55 percent higher.26 
 There are many other changes in the 21st century American family. Some of 
these changes are good, some are bad, and some are just different. For example, 
the United States is becoming a more adult-focused society after being child-
focused for decades. Longer life expectancy, delayed marriage and child rear-
ing, and more childlessness equate to a longer life without children. In a way, 
raising children, once central to most adults’ lives, has become a niche in the 
life course.27 On the other hand, other research indicates that both married and 
single parents are spending more time with their children, almost as much as 
they did 40 years ago. Also, men perform more housework than ever before.28 
How does this relate to satisfaction with family life? The Pew Research Center 
conducted a poll of 3,000 Americans and found that family ties are as strong 
as ever. About 42 percent of adults see or talk to a parent daily, an increase of 
10 percent from 1989. Nearly 80 percent of adults have daily contact with dis-
tant relatives each day usually through e-mail or telephone. Overall, 72 percent 
of adults indicated that they were very satisfi ed with their family life.29 
 Perhaps because of these changing trends, persons in other countries hold 
confl icting opinions of the American family. According to family researchers, 
persons living in certain Asian, African, and South American countries consider 
the American nuclear family of husband, wife, and children (and not extended 
relatives and in-laws) to be the ideal family composition. American families are 
also lauded for marriages based on love and companionship (rather than ar-
ranged marriages), material comfort, and independence. However, American 
families are criticized for placing too much emphasis on work and not enough 
emphasis on children as well as being selfi sh and overly individualistic.30

Single-Parent Families

What might account for the increase in single-parent families? Linda Gordon 
and Sara McLanahan point out that in 1900 only about 5 percent of all children 
in single-parent homes were living with a parent who was divorced or had never 
married. Most of the parents in these homes were widowed.31 However, by the 
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early 21st century only about 5 percent of all female-headed households with 
children had experienced the death of the father; about 37 percent had experi-
enced parental divorce; and in 36 percent of these homes, the parents had never 
married. The remaining 22 percent of the households were classifi ed as “mar-
ried, spouse absent.”32

 Nearly one million American teenagers become pregnant each year. About 
40 percent abort their pregnancies. The birthrate for teenagers ages 15–18 was 
42 per 1,000. Teenage birthrates vary by race. For example, the birthrate for 
white, non-Latino teenagers was 27; for African American teenagers, 64; and 
for Hispanic teenagers, 82. Teen birthrates also vary by location. For example, 
the teen birthrate in Miami (174 per 1,000) is six times that in San Francisco 
and Seattle (28 per 1,000), and teen birthrates in most large cities are well above 
the national average; 41 of the 50 largest cities had birthrates above the national 
average. Most teenage births are to unmarried teenagers. Although the birthrate 
for unmarried teenagers has fallen since 1991, births to unmarried girls ages 
15–17 accounted for 88 percent of teen births, while about 97 percent of births 
to girls younger than 15 years were unmarried.33

 Single-parent families are not evenly distributed across racial and ethnic 
groups. Today, approximately 23 percent of white children, 35 percent of His-
panic children, and 64 percent of African American children are being raised 
by a single parent. Single-parent families also are disproportionately at or near 
the poverty level: The poverty rate for single-parent families is approximately 
fi ve times higher than for two-parent families. Eight percent of children in two-
parent families live in poverty, while 33 percent of children in female-headed 
families are at or below the poverty level. And although race and ethnicity are 
related to poverty, such dramatic differences in family poverty rates are not a 
function of race or ethnicity. Only 10 percent of African American children liv-
ing with their married parents live in poverty, while nearly 50 percent of African 
American children living in female-headed households live below the poverty 
level.34

 Teenage mothers are three times more likely than other teenagers to drop 
out of school, and they will earn less money than unmarried mothers who did 
not have their fi rst child until they were in their twenties. They are also likely 
to spend longer periods of time living in poverty. For instance, Sara Jaffee and 
her colleagues studied the effects of teenage motherhood on their children 
20 years later. About 40 percent of the negative life outcomes that these youths 
experienced, such as delinquency, unemployment, school failure, and adult 
crime, were directly and independently explained by their mother giving birth 
as a teenager.35 Overall, teenage childbearing is costly to taxpayers, with the 
federal government spending about $40 billion each year to assist families that 
began with a teenage birth.36 Travis Hirschi points out; however, the teenage 
mother herself should not be targeted as the primary problem. According to 
Hirschi, “the teenage mother is not the problem. . . . The problem is the mother 
without a husband. Her children are likely to be delinquent, and she is likely 
to have more of them.” He argues there should be two parents for every child 
and that delinquency can be reduced by improving the quality of child-rearing 
practices. This means strengthening the bonds not only between parents and 
children but also between husbands and wives.37

 What about teenage fathers? What are the consequences of fatherhood 
for adolescent boys? Somewhere between 2 and 7 percent of male teenagers are 

How do the various data 

on the disintegration of 

the African American 

family suggest a 

causal relationship to 

delinquency?

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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fathers. Teen fatherhood is associated with growing up in poverty and hanging 
out with friends who engage in delinquency and other problem behaviors. Like 
teenage mothers, teenage fathers experience many negative educational, fi nan-
cial, social, health, and other developmental consequences. They are more likely 
to drop out of school and to enter the workplace earlier than their peers and to 
earn less money than their peers when they reach their mid-twenties. Interest-
ingly, boys who become teenage fathers are also likely to engage in a variety 
of other problem behaviors, such as status offenses, disruptive school behavior, 
and illicit drug use. According to Terence Thornberry and his colleagues:

Young fathers tended to be troubled young men who were signifi cantly more 
likely than their matched controls to have engaged in varied serious acts of de-
linquency in the year of fatherhood and in the year after. . . . They were more 
likely than non-fathers to have had a court petition alleging delinquency, to be 
drinking alcohol frequently, to be involved in drug dealing, or to have dropped 
out of school.38

Unfortunately, teen fathers are unlikely to be in a position to provide fi nancial, 
emotional, or other parental support for their children, and thus are likely to be 
poor role models. As Thornberry and his associates note, “Their legacy to their 
children is likely to be one of socioeconomic disadvantage, poorer health, and 
poorer education, among other hardships.”39 

 There is also an interesting relationship between teenage fatherhood and 
serious delinquent behavior. That is, chronic delinquents are signifi cantly more 
likely to father children than are less seriously delinquents and nondelinquents. 
Evelyn Wei and her colleagues’ analysis of a sample of youth in the Pittsburgh 
Youth Study found that by age 19, nearly half of the serious repeat offenders 
had caused at least one pregnancy and about one-third had fathered at least 
one child. They also report that “repeat serious delinquents were not only more 
likely to father children during adolescence; many had fathered multiple chil-
dren, accounting for 65 percent of the offspring produced by teenage fathers. 
And although these youth produced many children, they were less likely to be 
living with or to spend time with their children.”40 
 Children in poor, single-parent families, especially those headed by teen-
age mothers, clearly face special diffi culties. They are more likely to experience 
chronic psychological distress, to engage in health-compromising behaviors, in-
cluding drug and alcohol use, cigarette smoking, and unprotected sex, to per-
form less well academically, to be expelled or suspended from school, to drop 
out of school, to suffer from mental illness, to commit suicide, to have trouble 
getting along with their peers, and to start their own single-parent families.41 
Jeffrey Grogger reports that the sons of adolescent mothers are nearly three 
times more likely to be incarcerated at some point in their twenties than the sons 
of mothers who delay childbearing until they are in their early twenties.42 
 Economic and emotional supports are critical for single-parent families, and 
relatively few noncustodial fathers provide it. For example, about one-third of 
families with children receive none of the fi nancial support awarded by courts, 
and families who do receive support receive only about 60 percent of the award. 
Furthermore, noncustodial fathers are unlikely to have much, if any, contact 
with their children. Based on a National Survey of Children report, about 
26 percent of noncustodial divorced fathers manage a visitation with their chil-
dren on just a bimonthly basis, and 23 percent had no contact with their chil-
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dren ages 11 to 16 in the previous 5-year period. Fathers never married to the 
mothers of their children had much less contact with their children.43 
 Of course, not all children being raised in single-parent homes live in pov-
erty, nor are all born to unmarried or teenage mothers. Many children are be-
ing raised by a divorced parent. The process and consequences of divorce on 
children may have negative effects independent of the mother’s age or economic 
status. It is not unusual for intact families to be fraught with confl ict between 
husbands and wives or for a pervasive silence to be cast over the members as 
each attempts to avoid provoking outbursts in others. Frequently, relations 
improve after divorce or separation. However, much current research suggests 
that both the structural reality of single parenting as a consequence of divorce 
and the very process of going through divorce produce adverse consequences 
for the children in the family.44 The adverse consequences are often long-
lasting. Frances Rice and her colleagues report that family confl ict increased 
the likelihood of children experiencing clinical depression during childhood and 
adolescence.45 
 Each year about 2 percent (nearly 2 million families) of all married couples 
get divorced, and more than half involve children under age 18. According to the 
National Center for Health Statistics, about 12 percent of couples divorce within 
3 years of getting married, 20 percent within 5 years, and 33 percent within 
10 years.46 Those who divorce and then remarry are even more likely to fi nd 
the subsequent marriage falling apart, and multiple divorces are harder on the 
children. Children who have experienced multiple divorces are more likely to 
report higher levels of anxiety and depression, to fail in school, and eventually 
to have more troubled marriages of their own than are children who have expe-
rienced a single divorce or children whose families remain intact. Frank Furst-
enberg and Andrew Cherlin estimate that 15 percent of all children in divorced 
families will see the parent they live with remarry and redivorce before they 
reach age 18.47 The Family Research Council has long believed that marriage 
and keeping a family intact provides numerous benefi ts to family members, both 
adults and children, and to society (See box 10-3).

Single Parents, Divorce, and Delinquency 

The relationship between single-parent families and delinquency has been widely 
studied, and much research reports that children from single-parent families are 
more likely to become delinquent than children from two-parent families.48 For 
example, Ann Goetting found that only 30 percent of the children arrested for 
homicide in Detroit over an 8-year period lived with both parents.49 Edward 
Wells and Joseph Rankin’s analysis of 50 studies led them to conclude that the 
effect of the single-parent family on delinquency is real and consistent, of rela-
tively low magnitude; the effect is greater for minor offenses, weaker for seri-
ous offenses.50 Furthermore, Michelle Miller and her colleagues surveyed about 
500 students in 11 public schools and reported that adolescents in single-parent
families are more likely to engage in both serious and minor delinquencies than 
are youths in two-parent families.51 Finally, William Comandor and Llad Phil-
lips analyzed the impact of family structure on a youth’s involvement with the 
criminal justice system using data from the National Longitudinal Survey of 
Youth. They concluded “the most critical factor affecting the prospect that 
a male youth will encounter the criminal justice system is the presence of his 

Given the implications of 

divorce on delinquency 

and the maladjustment of 

children, should divorce 

become a criminal 

offense? If there were 

criminal consequences 

of getting divorced, how 

would the American 

family change?
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father in the home. All other factors, including family income, are much less 
important.” 52 
 Explanations offered to explain the greater likelihood of delinquency for 
children from single-parent families include suggestions that (1) single parents 
can less effectively supervise their children; (2) children in single-parent families 
grow up too fast; (3) single mothers give adolescents greater say in what they can 
do or give too early autonomy, thus reducing control over youths; (4) children 
from single-parent families are more susceptible to peer pressure; and (5) chil-
dren in single-parent families experience lower levels of parental attachment.53

The Impact of Divorce on Children

What impact does the breakup of a family have on children? According to 
Ronald Simons and his colleagues, divorced parents make fewer demands on 
their children, provide less monitoring, are more likely to display hostility, and 

HOW MARRIAGE BENEFITS CHILDREN

• Children living with married parents are 
safer than children living with single parents 
because they are less likely to be abused or 
neglected.

• Compared to children in single-parent 
families, children raised in married-parent 
homes have better emotional and physical 
health and engage in fewer risky behaviors, 
such as premarital sex, substance abuse, 
delinquency, and suicide.

• Children with married parents do better 
academically and fare better economically.

• Children raised in intact homes are less 
likely to cohabit and more likely to view 
marriage positively and maintain life-long 
marriages.

HOW MARRIAGE BENEFITS ADULTS

• Married people have better emotional and 
physical health and live longer than do un-
married people.

• Married couples have greater incomes 
than do single adults, and the longer 
they stay married, the more wealth they 
accumulate.

• Married couples enjoy greater sexual satis-
faction than do unmarried people.

• Married women are safer than unmarried 
women. Never-married, cohabiting, sepa-
rated, and divorced women experience higher 
rates of domestic violence than do married 
women.

HOW MARRIAGE BENEFITS SOCIETY

• Marriage helps ensure that human life 
is protected and cherished, since married 
women are less likely to abort their children 
than are unmarried women.

• Marriage makes homes safer places to 
live, because it curbs social problems such 
as domestic violence and child abuse.

• Communities with more married-parent 
families are safer and more attractive places 
to live because they are less likely to have 
substance abuse and crime among young 
people.

• Married people are more likely to be 
healthy, productive, and engaged citizens, 
benefiting businesses and, ultimately, the 
economy.

Sources: Bridget Maher, The Benefi ts of Marriage (Washing-

ton, DC: Family Research Council, 2004); James Q. Wilson, 

The Marriage Problem: How Our Culture Has Weakened Fami-

lies (New York: HarperCollins, 2003).

Marriage Benefits
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tend to use less effective disciplinary techniques than are married parents. Each 
of these factors contributes to greater likelihood of delinquency.54 Mavis Heth-
erington reports that in the year following the breakup, children in single-parent 
families are more likely to suffer psychological distress, but in the long run they 
cope more successfully than children in intact families where parents do not get 
along. She sees three major effects of divorce on women that heavily affect chil-
dren: They are overloaded from both work and child rearing, they face fi nancial 
strain, and they are likely to be socially isolated.55

 Divorce also may produce “family wars,” in which relatives and friends pick 
sides and attempt to “win” by attacking the former spouse. Children are caught 
in the middle, often being defi ned as victims or expected to accept new defi ni-
tions of the former spouse. In either case, the stress produced for the child may 
manifest itself in many ways. Some studies have found a relationship between fa-
ther absence and a host of social and emotional ills, including decreased school 
performance and self-control, and increased rates of psychological disturbance, 
drug use, gang affi liation, and involvement in violent crime.56

 Judith Wallerstein and Joan Kelly studied families in the early stages of 
breaking up, after 18 months apart, and after 5 years. In the fi rst period, both 
parents typically felt the pinch of a lower standard of living and were depressed 
and lonely. Mothers were also overburdened by having to juggle bread-winning 
and homemaking roles and had to stay up late to do so. Children were often 
upset and thoroughly opposed to the divorce. Children became more angry, ag-
gressive, and unruly during this initial stage of the breakup, partly because of 
their deteriorating relationship with their mother. Eighteen months later, some 
mothers were still depressed, but parent–child relations were healing and chil-
dren themselves improved, with fewer feeling deprived or lonely. At the 5-year 
point, conditions were slightly worse than at 18 months. Among children, there 
was increased evidence of anger and depression.57

 Judith Wallerstein and Sandra Blakeslee published results from a study in 
which 60 families and 131 youths were interviewed at 1-, 5-, 10-, and 15-year 
intervals after divorce in an attempt to discover both short- and long-term effects 
of divorce. After 5 years, one-third of the children were doing well, but another 
third were signifi cantly worse off, suffering both academic and psychological 
diffi culties. Some specifi c consequences of divorce on children are the result of 
the diminished capacity of parents to supervise in almost all dimensions of child 
rearing. In the process of divorce, parents spend less time with their children 
and are less responsive to their needs. Wallerstein and her colleagues recently 
published their fi ndings from follow-up interviews with these same 131 subjects, 
now 25 years after divorce.58 Refl ections by some of these subjects on the effects 
of having to make court-ordered visits with noncustodial parents are presented 
in Box 10-4.
 Constance Ahrons argues that many divorces are actually “good,” producing 
what she calls the binuclear family, one that spans two households continuing to 
meet the needs of the children. If the divorce is managed correctly, the divorcing 
parents and children will be able to emerge as emotionally healthy as they were 
prior to the divorce.59 For some, divorce is so “good” that the process of getting 
divorced is becoming easier and less expensive. Today, there are “do-it-yourself” 
online divorce services that allow couples to legally divorce, without needing to 
hire attorneys, for as little as $250. Online divorces are also fast and convenient, 
often taking as little as 3 months.60 However, Elizabeth Marquardt believes that 
there are no good divorces when it comes to children. She contends the concept 
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N
umerous studies confi rm that most chil-
dren are adversely affected by the di-
vorce of their parents and the struggle 

of the custodial parent to provide for the well-
being of the children in the absence of the 
other parent. But do court-ordered visitations 
with the noncustodial parent aggravate the 
adjustment diffi culties of the child? Paula was 
only 4-years-old when her parents separated. 
Her father reentered her life when she was 8, 
and got a court to grant him rights to regular 
visitation. By the time Paula was 13, she had 
accumulated a police record of drug use, pub-
lic drinking, and theft. She had also become 
sexually active with two 17-year-old boys. How 
much of her delinquency might be attributed 
to the consequences of court-ordered visits 
with her father? Are court-ordered visits al-
ways in the child’s best interests?

Judith Wallerstein and her colleagues have 
studied the effects of divorce on children (and 
parents) for over 25 years. Paula was just one 
of the many children who reported that being 
subjected to court-ordered visitations made 
them feel like “nonpersons” with no right to 
express opinions or preferences or to question
the visitation arrangements imposed on them. 
Thousands of children, many as young as 8 or 9,
make lengthy and complicated plane trips 
by themselves to comply with the court’s or-
ders. While Paula did not have to fl y to visit 
her father, the court did require that she visit 
her dad for two weekends each month, that 
holidays be rotated every other year, and that 
Paula reside with her father during the month 
of July. According to Wallerstein, “The visiting 
schedule was set up on the basis of a com-
promise meeting the demands of both par-
ents. The wishes and needs of [Paula] were 
never consulted or considered.” 

The courts and parents rarely discuss with 
children how they will spend time on their 
visits. Little, if any, thought is given to how 
visits might cut into the child’s social life or 
friendships, or how they may disrupt school 

activities, including participating in sports or 
doing homework. Paula’s visits with her father 
generally involved her spending the weekend 
watching television or videos or accompany-
ing her father on his errands. Sometimes she 
was left in his apartment when he went out 
on dates. Paula dreaded the month-long visit 
during July. “When summer comes, all the 
other kids in my class look forward to it. . . . I 
hate July. It’s terrible for me. Last July I cried 
the whole month and thought, why am I being 
sentenced? What crime did I commit?”

Years later, Paula refl ected on the court-ordered 
visits. She said: “I hated it there. I don’t think it’s 
good for children to spend two weekends with one 
parent and then go back to the other home. It’s 
really hard. When you’re a child, you’re trying to dis-
cover who you are and to have friends. Their plan 
was totally disruptive to me. My friends got so they 
wouldn’t even invite me on the weekends I was 
home.”

When Wallerstein asked Paula “How did you 
manage?” Paula replied, “I would pretend all 
weekend to myself that I wasn’t really there.”

Instead of building relationships, court-
ordered visitation frequently brings further 
deterioration. Wallerstein notes that most of 
the children in her study who were required to 
make court-ordered visits “were very angry at 
the parent they had been ordered to visit. All 
rejected the parent whom they were forced to 
visit when they got older.”

No easy solution is likely to be found, but 
it seems only reasonable that the courts, at 
a minimum, should allow children the right 
to participate in developing the plans that 
will affect their lives and to recognize that 
children change and that court-ordered visi-
tation for very young children should be re-
viewed each year and modifi ed as the child’s 
life changes.

Source: Judith Wallerstein, Julia Lewis, and Sandra Blakeslee, 

The Unexpected Legacy of Divorce: A 25 Year Landmark Study 

(New York: Hyperion, 2000), pp. 174–187.

Court-Ordered Visitations
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of a good divorce is an adult-centered vision. Children of divorce must go from 
a world that seemed safe to going back and forth between two worlds, often 
perceived by the children as polar opposites, left without clear guidance on right 
and wrong, and required to keep secrets about the different households.61 
 Remarrying after divorce does not necessarily eliminate the negative effects 
of the divorce. Children raised in stepfamilies do less well in school, experience 
higher levels of family confl ict, have more adjustment problems, and are more 
likely to engage in delinquency than are children in two-parent, never-divorced 
families. Children in stepfamilies are two to three times more likely to engage 
in delinquency. There is evidence that while a stepfather seems to increase the 
likelihood of delinquency, the presence of a stepmother may reduce it, although 
only a very small percentage of children from divorce live with stepmothers.62 
Cesar Rebellon’s analysis of data from the National Youth Survey suggests that 
youth who have been raised in the long-term presence of a stepparent are more 
likely to engage in violent delinquency than youth with minimal or no exposure 
to a stepparent.63

Working Mothers and Latchkey Children

Most women participate full time or part time in the labor force today. Three-
fourths of married women with children between the ages of 6 and 17 are em-
ployed; 78 percent of single mothers with children in this same age group are 
employed. But mothers with much younger children are also working outside 
the home. Today, more than 10 million women with children under age 6 were 
employed: This includes 58 percent of married women and 66 percent of single 
women with children under age 6.64 Some criminologists ask whether there is a 
connection between women in the labor force and delinquency.
 Research has found one defi nite effect of mothers being in the labor force: 
They have less time to spend with their children. But Russell Hill and Frank 
Stafford report that college-educated working mothers try hard to compensate: 
They cut down on time spent sleeping and relaxing more than they cut down on 
time spent with their children. The same authors also note that by the time chil-
dren reach adolescence, parents in general spend only an hour or two per week 
in nurturing them and thus, under these circumstances, there is little difference 
between working and nonworking mothers in the time they give.65 Therefore, 
having less time to spend with her children does not necessarily mean that 
the mother is failing to perform her role adequately. Keith Melville states that 
“when working mothers derive satisfaction from their employment and do not 
feel guilty about its effects, they are likely to perform the mother’s role at least 
as well as non-working women.” 66

 Studies examining the effects of mothers’ employment on children and their 
development have produced mixed results. For example, Matthijs Kalmijn re-
ports that mothers who work in high-status jobs lead to positive school effects 
for their children. They report that sons and daughters do better academically, 
are more likely to complete high school, attend college, and eventually gradu-
ate.67 Jay Belsky and David Eggebeen found that a variety of measures of adjust-
ment, such as behavior problems, insecurity, and sociability, refl ected no nega-
tive effects of employment of mothers.68

 Travis Hirschi’s comparison of sons of homemakers, women who worked 
part time, and women who worked full time found that 20 percent of sons of 
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full-time working mothers, 17 percent of sons of part-time workers, and 16 per-
cent of sons of homemakers were delinquent. With differences this small, we can 
safely say that there is at most only a weak relationship between delinquency 
and mothers’ employment status.69 
 But what about working fathers? Between 80 and 90 percent of married and 
single fathers with children are employed. In the past, traditional gender roles 
guided fathers into bread-winning rather than into child rearing and care-giving 
roles, which were considered the primary domains of mothers. However, David 
Popenoe notes that with the majority of mothers now in the labor force, “men 
are being asked to return to domestic roles. Fathers are badly needed as compre-
hensive child-rearers on an equal basis with mothers.”70 But confl icts between 
fathers’ and mothers’ employment schedules not only reduce the time fathers 
have available for care giving, but competing schedules also contribute to in-
creased stress and role confl ict between husbands and wives. Only when fathers 
work different schedules than their wives are they more likely to provide care for 
their children.71

 When both mothers and fathers are employed outside the home with over-
lapping schedules, most children are faced with the prospect of coming home to 
empty houses. The number of latchkey children, that is, children who regularly 
care for themselves without adult supervision after school or on weekends, has 
increased dramatically. More than three million children ages 6 to 12 spend 
5 or more hours a week unsupervised or in the care of a young sibling. More 
than 10 percent of these unsupervised children spend 10 or more hours alone 
while their parent or parents are at work.72 Many experts feel that latchkey chil-
dren, especially those in their teenage years, are more susceptible to opportuni-
ties for getting involved in delinquent situations. 
 Laurence Steinberg thinks latchkey children face a variety of subtle fears 
and worries, such as exposure to dangers while alone and increases in their sus-
ceptibility to peer pressure. They have less adult supervision and are therefore 
more vulnerable to peer pressure to engage in delinquent acts.73 Latchkey chil-
dren are likely to “fi nd other [children] who are coming home to empty houses. 
They create a peer-group culture, and it’s likely to be an ugly culture—a culture 
of destroy, of break, of acting-out.” 74

 In a study of behavioral consequences of leaving children in self-care, stu-
dents who spent 11 or more hours a week in self-care were twice as likely to use 
alcohol, tobacco, and marijuana as children of the same age whose after-school 
time was supervised.75 A recent national longitudinal study on adolescent health 
of more than 12,000 middle and high school students conducted by Michael 
Resnick and his associates found the presence of parents at home at key times 
during the day, such as early morning, after school, evening meal, and at bed-
time, provided moderate protection against emotional distress for children, re-
duced the frequency of use of alcohol and marijuana, and delayed adolescents’ 
initiation of sexual intercourse.76

 With the numerous problems posed by self-care, it is understandable that 
many parents turn to childcare providers. More than 60 percent of children un-
der age 6 are cared for on a regular basis by caregivers other than parents. Nearly 
80 percent of children under age 5 are in some sort of childcare arrangement 
during a typical week, with 49 percent cared for by nonrelatives. Preschoolers 
spend an average of 28 hours per week in childcare.77 But children who spend 
a large amount of time in daycare may be more likely to develop behavioral 

Latchkey children are 

disproportionately from 

the working class. Are 

criminologists projecting 

their views of appropriate 

parenting in lamenting 

the latchkey child? 

In other words, is the 

latchkey child only a 

problem for middle-class 

parents who can afford 

to stay at home?
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problems than children who spend less time or children cared for only by par-
ents. About 17 percent of children who spend over 30 hours a week in nonpa-
rental childcare are more demanding, more noncompliant, and more aggressive, 
compared to only 6 percent of children who spend less than 10 hours a week. 
They are also more likely to engage in hitting, bullying, and explosive behavior 
and to demand a lot of attention.78 The solution may be problematic. Some crit-
ics argue that instead of reducing the time spent in childcare, high-quality child-
care should be expanded. 
 According to a recent University of Colorado study, only 8 percent of day-
care facilities were determined to be high-quality operations. What distinguished 
“high-quality” childcare? They provided intense, personal attention over an ex-
tended period of time—the same thing that real mothers do. Thus, instead of 
expanding childcare, other critics argue that mothers should be urged to work 
less and spend more time with their children. The diffi culties in fi nding high-
quality childcare may be one of the factors contributing to the recent trend of 
more working married mothers with very young children choosing to leave the 
workforce and stay home. While about 72 percent of mothers with children 
under age 18 continue to be in the workforce, the proportion of working married 
mothers with children under age 3 dropped from 61 percent in 1997 to 58 per-
cent in 2002.79 

PARENTING IN FAMILIES

The relationships among broken homes, absent fathers, and working mothers 
have been extensively studied, but research fi ndings are inconsistent. There ex-
ists a body of research that suggests the most important determinant of whether 
a child will be involved in delinquency is the quality of the parent–child relation-
ship rather than family structure alone.80 For example, a study of nearly 2,500 
middle and junior high school students in Dade County (Miami), Florida, re-
ported that a strong attachment between parent and child signifi cantly reduced 
the likelihood of delinquency, while family structure had only a weak indirect 
effect.81 In addition, Marc Zimmerman and his colleagues studied the effects of 
family structure and parental attachment among 254 African American male 
adolescents from a large East Coast city. Regardless of family structure, their 
time spent with father and their perceptions of his emotional support were as-
sociated with lower levels of delinquency and marijuana use.82 Perhaps delin-
quency has more to do with family process than with family structure, an idea 
proposed by sociologists more than 50 years ago.83 The link between family 
process variables and delinquency is examined next.

Parenting Skills

A standard assumption is that married adults automatically know how to be 
good parents. Presumably there is some universal commonsense transmitted from
one generation to the next. Effective parenting depends on many things. In-
teractions within the family and the quality of parenting change as a child’s 
misbehavior or delinquency increases over time. Often parents become angry 
and short-tempered with a child who consistently gets into trouble or disillu-
sioned when they fi nd they cannot believe what the child tells them. Over time, 
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parent–child confl icts may escalate, or the relationship between parent and child 
may become more distant and alienated. In circumstances where the child’s an-
tisocial behavior is directed against the parents, many parents are less able to 
exercise reasonable parental authority and may even abdicate parental responsi-
bilities altogether.
 Gerald Patterson found the type of deviance children engage in most is the 
type parents tolerate most. In the case of children who steal, for example:

Many of the parents maintained that since they had never actually seen their 
child steal, they could not prove that their child had stolen, and therefore could 
not punish the child. In numerous instances, someone else had actually seen 
the child steal, but the child’s “story” would be accepted by the parents, who 
would then rise to the child’s defense and accuse others of picking on the child. 
As the parents used the word “steal,” it could be used as a label only if it could 
be proven, which was usually impossible; ergo the child did not really steal, 
ergo no punishment could be applied.84

 James Snyder and Gerald Patterson have identifi ed two divergent disciplin-
ary styles that characterize families with delinquent children: enmeshed and lax. 
Parents who practice the enmeshed style are overly inclusive in what they defi ne 
as problematic behavior. Even trivial misbehaviors by the child result in sharp 
parental reactions ranging from cajoling to verbal threats. But enmeshed parents 
“fail to consistently and effectively back up these verbal reprimands with non-
violent, nonphysical punishment . . . [and] inadvertently provide more positive 
consequences for deviant child behavior.” At the other extreme, parents who 
engage in the lax style tend to be very liberal in what they defi ne as excessive or 
antisocial behavior.
 Solving problems and negotiating disagreements or confl ict are ways to fore-
stall violence. Snyder and Patterson believe that parental violence often erupts 
at the end of a chain of events that began with a trivial incident like the child 
“sneaking” candy or food. To avoid such violence, parents must learn to break 
the chain and learn techniques of negotiating a settlement before minor matters 
get out of hand.85 (See Box 10-5 for more on family intervention strategies to 
reduce delinquency.)
 It is arguable, however, whether Patterson’s prescription can be effective 
for all parents. Travis Hirschi has identifi ed a few problems with Patterson’s 
approach:

The parents may not care for the child (in which case none of the other condi-
tions would be met); the parents, even if they care, may not have the time or 
energy to monitor the child’s behavior; the parents, even if they care and moni-
tor, may not see anything wrong with the child’s behavior; fi nally, even if every-
thing else is in place, the parents may not have the inclination or the means to 
punish the child.86

Hirschi also reminds us that families with more children face greater strain 
on parental resources such as time and energy. And single-parent families are 
strained even more:

The single parent . . . must devote a good deal to support and maintenance ac-
tivities that are at least to some extent shared in the two-parent family. Further, 
she must do so in the absence of psychological or social support. As a result, 
she is less able to devote time to monitoring and punishment, and is more likely 
to be involved in negative, abusive contacts with her children.87
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J
uvenile delinquency is greatly affected by 
the family environment, including struc-
tures and dynamics of parenting. Much 

research has established the importance of 
improving families and parenting practices 
as a means of combating delinquency. In an 
attempt to identify the most effective meth-
ods or practices for providing parents with the 
critical skills needed to strengthen families 
and promote resilience to delinquency in high-
risk youth, the Offi ce of Juvenile Justice and 
Delinquency Prevention launched its Strength-
ening America’s Families Initiative in the mid-
1980s. Evaluations of more than 500 family-
focused prevention strategies were reviewed 
in 1999 to identify those deemed most effec-
tive. Among those strategies regarded as ex-
emplary models are the following:

• The Incredible Years: Parents, Teachers, 
and Children Training Series. The parent-
training curriculum of this series, designed 
for parents of children ages 3 to 12, focuses 
on strengthening parents’ monitoring and dis-
ciplinary skills and building their confidence. 
The curriculum includes an 11-week basic 
program that uses video tapes depicting 
real-life situations. Parents meet in groups 
and cover topics such as Helping Children 
Learn, The Value of Praise and Encourage-
ment, Effective Limit Setting, and Handling 
Misbehavior.

• Strengthening Families Program. This 
14-week family skills training program is 
designed to reduce risk factors for substance 
abuse and other problem behaviors. The 
program includes three separate courses: 
Parent Training, Children’s Training, and Fam-
ily Life Skills Training. Families with children 
ages 6 to 10 attend the program as a family. 
The parents and children attend separate 
sessions for the first hour of the program 
and then come together as a family for the 
second hour to practice the skills they have 

learned. Parents learn strategies for effective 
family communication, problem solving, and 
limit setting while children learn about com-
munication, social skills, and ways to resist 
peer pressure.

• Prenatal and Early Childhood Nurse Home 
Visitation Program. This program is designed 
to improve the health and social functioning 
of low-income first-time mothers and their 
babies. Nurse home visitors develop a sup-
portive relationship with the pregnant mother 
and family and provide them with information 
on personal and environmental health, mater-
nal roles, life-course development, and the 
value of support from family and friends. The 
home visits continue until the child reaches 
age 2, with the frequency of visits varying 
depending on the child’s age.

• Multisystemic Therapy (MST). The pri-
mary goals of this intensive home-based fam-
ily treatment are to reduce rates of antisocial 
behavior in youths ages 10 to 18, reduce 
out-of-home placements, and empower 
families to resolve difficulties. Goals are 
developed in collaboration with the family, 
and family strengths are used as levers for 
change. MST treats factors in the youth’s 
environment that are contributing to behavior 
problems in addition to addressing individual 
characteristics of the youth such as poor 
problem-solving skills, academic difficulties, 
or association with deviant peers.

Sources: Rose Alvarado and Karol Kumpfer, “Strengthening 

America’s Families,” Juvenile Justice 7:8–18 (2000); Carolyn 

Webster-Stratton, The Incredible Years Training Series (Wash-

ington, DC: Offi ce of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Pre-

vention, 2000); Virginia Molgaard, Richard Spoth, and Cleve 

Redmond, Competency Training: The Strengthening Families 

Program: For Parents and Youth 10–14 (Washington, DC: Of-

fi ce of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, 2000); 

Stephen Bavolek, The Nurturing Parenting Programs (Wash-

ington, DC: Offi ce of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Pre-

vention, 2000).

Reducing Delinquency by Strengthening Families
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Parental Supervision

Patterson’s rules of parenting also note the need for effective parental supervi-
sion, such as establishing a set of “house rules” and clearly communicating them. 
House rules should cover whom the child associates with, places considered off 
limits, curfews, and when the child should be home from school. Parents must 
be aware of the child’s performance in school as well as school attendance, the 
possibility of drug or alcohol use, and the activities the child is involved in with 
friends. “Good supervision . . . indirectly minimizes the adolescents’ contact 
with delinquency—promoting circumstances, activities, and peers.” 88

 Commonsense suggests that unsupervised children are more likely to partic-
ipate in delinquency, and substantial research confi rms the relationship. Grace 
Barnes and Michael Farrell studied a sample of 699 adolescents and their fami-
lies and found that high parental monitoring, when combined with high parental 
support, was the key factor in preventing delinquency.89 Jaana Haapasalo and 
Richard Tremblay examined aggressiveness in samples of more than 1,000 boys
in Montreal in an attempt to predict which boys would become “fi ghters” and 
which would be “non-fi ghters.” They concluded that non-fi ghters appeared to 
be the most supervised and that low levels of supervision were associated with 
higher levels of fi ghting.90 

 Although the fi ndings from a variety of studies report poor parental supervi-
sion to be a signifi cant contributor to delinquency,91 Sung Jang and Carolyn Smith 
suggest that parental supervision and delinquency is reciprocally related. Their 
analysis of data from 838 urban adolescents led them to conclude that although 
parental supervision has a signifi cant negative impact on delinquency, the impact 
of supervision varies over time with its infl uence declining as adolescents mature. 
They also found that weak parental supervision not only promotes delinquency, 
but to the extent the child is delinquent, his or her participation in delinquency 
leads to a further erosion in the perception of effective parental supervision.92

 John Wright and Francis Cullen argue that parents who are supportive of 
their children, for example, encouraging hobbies, facilitating special lessons 
or activities, and are involved in a child’s activities, are more likely to provide 
greater supervision and to exhibit a stronger attachment than less supportive 
parents. According to Wright and Cullen, “parents who are nurturing, reliable, 
and closely attached to their youths and who provide guidance in the form of 
rules and supervision reduce the delinquency of their adolescents.”93 Positive 
parenting involves interactions between parent and child that have positive ef-
fects on interpersonal, academic, and work skills for the child and that rein-
force conventional values and norms. Positive parenting requires a consistent 
approach to the child, as well as positive feedback when the child behaves as 
desired.

Parenting Styles

The style of parenting infl uences the behavior of children. According to Diana 
Baumrind, there are two critical aspects of parents’ behavior toward children: 
parental responsiveness and parental demandingness. Responsiveness is the de-
gree to which parents are supportive of the needs of their children. Demand-
ingness is the extent to which parents demand age-appropriate behavior from 
children.94
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 Parents will vary on each dimension. They can be supportive and demand 
much (authoritative) or rejective and demand much (authoritarian). Similarly, 
parents can be supportive and demand very little (indulgent) or rejective and 
demand little (indifferent). A description of these four parenting styles follows.
 Authoritative parents are warm but fi rm. They set standards for the child’s 
conduct but form expectations consistent with the child’s developing needs and 
capabilities. They place a high value on development of autonomy and self-
direction but assume the ultimate responsibility for their child’s behavior. Au-
thoritative parents deal with their child in a rational, issue-oriented manner, 
frequently engaging in discussion and explanation with their children over rules 
and discipline.
 Authoritarian parents place a high value on obedience and conformity, tend-
ing to favor more punitive, absolute, and forceful disciplinary measures. These 
parents are not responsive to their child and project little warmth and support. 
Verbal give-and-take is uncommon in authoritarian households because authori-
tarian parents believe that the child should accept without question the rules 
and standards established by the parents. They tend not to encourage indepen-
dent behavior and, instead, place importance on restricting a child’s autonomy.
 Indulgent parents behave in responsive, accepting, benign, and more passive 
ways in matters of discipline. They place relatively few demands on the child’s 
behavior, giving the child a high degree of freedom to act as he or she wishes. In-
dulgent parents are more likely to believe that control is an infringement on the 
child’s freedom that may interfere with healthy development. Instead of actively 
shaping their child’s behavior, indulgent parents view themselves as resources 
the child may or may not use.
 Indifferent parents are fairly unresponsive to their child and try to minimize 
the time and energy they must devote to interacting with the child or responding 
to the child’s demands. In extreme cases, indifferent parents may be neglect-
ful. They know little about their child’s activities and whereabouts, show little 
interest in their child’s experiences at school or in his or her friends, and rarely 
consider the child’s opinion when making decisions. The child is typically ig-
nored except when making demands on parents, which often results in hostile 
or explosive responses toward the child.

Parental Attachment

Another way parents infl uence the behavior of children is through emotional 
closeness. Presumably, children who like their parents will respect their wishes 
and stay out of trouble. Research supports the conclusion that the children least 
likely to turn to delinquency are those who feel loved, identify with their par-
ents, and respect their parents’ wishes. On the other hand, delinquents often lack 
a supportive relationship with their fathers, have minimal supervision of their 
activities, are closer to their mothers, and come from broken homes. Strongly 
attached children also are more likely to have more open communication with 
parents, and youths who have problems communicating with either parent or 
who communicate less frequently are more likely to engage in serious forms of 
delinquency.95

 Likewise, parental love may reduce delinquency because it is something chil-
dren do not want to lose. Randy LaGrange and Helen White found this to be true 
especially for juveniles in middle adolescence. They suggest that attachment to 
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a positive role model is important because it functions as a “psychological an-
chor” to conformity.96 For some adolescents, the attachment to parents is refl ected 
in their family pride. Establishment of a positive family identity appears to sig-
nifi cantly reduce levels of delinquency for white and African American youths.97 

Weak attachments may also have a greater negative impact on female adolescents. 
For example, Angela Huebner and Sherry Betts report that attachment bond vari-
ables explain three times more delinquency among girls than boys.98

 Finally, the positive effects of attachment vary somewhat in single and intact 
families. Michelle Miller and her colleagues found that attachment to mothers 
and fathers in intact families was negatively related to delinquency. However, in 
single-mother households, parental attachment was negatively related to serious 
delinquency, but was inconsistently predictive of minor delinquency.99

Parental Deviance

Studies show that children with criminal parents are more likely to participate 
in delinquency. Donald West and David Farrington’s longitudinal study of Brit-
ish boys led them to conclude that delinquency is transmitted from one genera-
tion to the next: Criminal fathers are likely to produce delinquent sons.100 John 
Laub and Robert Sampson similarly conclude: “Parental deviance of both the 
mother and father strongly disrupts family processes of social control, which in 
turn increases delinquency.” 101 Helen Garnier and Judith Stein’s analysis of data 
from the 18-year longitudinal Family Lifestyles Project led them to conclude 
that early maternal drug use was linked with adolescent drug use “signaling a 
more deviant lifestyle to which children were exposed and which could increase 
their exposure and attraction to deviant peers.” 102

 One of the best studies of family deviance was conducted by David Far-
rington and his colleagues who were interested in the interrelationships among 
offending by three generations of relatives and the concentration of offending in 

Source: © The New Yorker Collection 1999 David Sipress from cartoonbank.com. All rights 
reserved.
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families. They also studied how far criminal relatives predict a boy’s delinquency 
based on data from 1,395 Pittsburgh boys aged 8, 11, or 14. They found that 
offenders were highly concentrated in families; if one relative had been arrested, 
there was a high likelihood that another relative had also been arrested. Arrests 
of brothers, sisters, fathers, mothers, uncles, aunts, grandfathers, and grand-
mothers all predicted the boy’s delinquency. The most important relative was 
the father; arrests of the father predicted the boy’s delinquency independently 
of all other arrested relatives. In fact, boys whose father had been arrested were 
500 percent more likely to be arrested themselves.103 When parents are involved 
in deviant lifestyles, for example, crime or illicit drug use, they are less likely to 
be conscientious and responsible parents. It is ineffective parenting, not neces-
sarily the deviant activities modeled by the parents, that increases the child’s risk 
of delinquency. 

THE MALTREATMENT OF CHILDREN

Parenting methods affect a child’s behavior. Some parents are too harsh, too 
irritable, and too inconsistent in discipline. Other parents are too neglectful 
and preoccupied with building their careers. Many of the problem behaviors 
of children are tied to the behavior of parents and other adults who have regu-
lar contact with children. Regoli and Hewitt’s theory of differential oppression 
suggests that adults generally, and parents particularly, attempt to establish and 
maintain order and social control in the home in ways that are broadly oppres-
sive of children (see Chapter 7). In more rigid and authoritarian families, when 
children violate the rules they are punished, often severely. Its more severe form, 
maltreatment, includes physical and sexual abuse, physical neglect, inadequate 
supervision, emotional neglect, educational maltreatment, moral–legal harm, 
and excessive corporal punishment. In response to such maltreatment, a child is 
likely to develop a sense of powerlessness, leading to negative and often harmful 
adaptations, such as delinquency and adult criminality. A list of risk and protec-
tive factors for child maltreatment appears in Box 10-6.

The sins of the 
parent(s) are often 

visited on the child. 
Delinquents are more 
likely to have parents 

who abuse drugs 
or alcohol, commit 

crimes, or beat them.
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Nature and Extent of Maltreatment

How extensive is the maltreatment of children, and what are its consequences? 
Parents kick, bite, punch, and beat their children with belts, boards, extension 
cords, fi sts, wooden spoons, broom handles, hairbrushes, coat hangers, and 
bull whips. Parents also threaten their children with guns, knives, and baseball 
bats.104 Children are often beaten unconscious and sometimes killed by parents 
or other guardians. Such maltreatment produces consequences for the child, the 
family, and the larger community. Children who experience maltreatment are 
more likely to become unhealthy adults with increased risks for smoking, alco-
holism, substance abuse, eating disorders, obesity, depression, suicide, and other 
problems.105 
 About 3.3 million cases of child abuse or neglect involving the maltreatment 
of more than 6 million children are reported to state child protective services 

C
hild maltreatment produces $24 billion 
in direct costs related to the criminal jus-
tice and social service responses to child 

maltreatment cases each year. The indirect, 
long-term economic consequences are esti-
mated at $69 billion annually. In other words, 
each year the United States pays nearly $100 
billion in costs to respond to child maltreat-
ment. The pain and suffering to child victims is 
in many ways incalculable.

A combination of individual, family, commu-
nity, and societal factors contribute to the risk 
of child maltreatment. For example, children 
younger than 4 years are at greatest risk of 
severe injury or death. Children under 4 years 
account for nearly 77 percent of all injuries, 
and infants under 12 months account for 
44 percent of deaths. There are a variety of 
risk and protective factors that are linked to 
child maltreatment.

RISK FACTORS

• Disabilities or mental retardation in 
children.

• Social isolation of family.

• Parents’ history of domestic violence.

• Family disorganization, dissolution, and 
lack of cohesion.

• Family violence.

• Substance abuse in family.

• Young, single, nonbiological parents as 
caregivers.

• Parental stress and mental health 
problems.

PROTECTIVE FACTORS

• Supportive family environment.

• Nurturing parenting skills.

• Stable family relationships.

• Household rules and monitoring of the 
child.

• Parental employment.

• Adequate housing.

• Access to health care and social 
services.

• Caring adult role models or mentors.

• Communities that support parents and 
take responsibility for preventing abuse.

Sources: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Child 

Maltreatment: Fact Sheet (Atlanta: National Center for Injury 

Prevention and Control, 2006); U.S. Department of Health 

and Human Services, Child Maltreatment 2005 (Washington, 

DC: U.S. Government Printing Offi ce, 2007).

Child Maltreatment: Risk and Protective Factors
A  W I N D O W  O N  D E L I N Q U E N C Yb o x  1 0 - 6
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agencies each year. About 62 percent of reported cases are referred for investiga-
tion and 29 percent of the investigated cases result in a disposition of either sub-
stantiated or indicated child maltreatment. About 63 percent of the estimated 
899,000 victims of maltreatment suffered neglect, while 17 percent suffered 
physical abuse, and just over 9 percent were sexually abused. About 7 percent 
of the victims suffered from emotional maltreatment. The highest victimization 
rates by age were for children under age 6 (17 per 1,000), and rates declined as 
age increased. Victimization rates by race–ethnicity varied from a low of 4 per 
1,000 for Asian–Pacifi c Islander children to 25 for African American children. 
About 49 percent of child victims of maltreatment were male, while 51 percent 
were female. The youngest children, those from birth to 3 years, accounted for 
77 percent of all child maltreatment offenses resulting in death. They are also 
most likely to experience recurrence of maltreatment during their childhood. 
Generally, the rates of victimization decline as children become older. About 
80 percent of child victims were maltreated by one or both parents. Maltreat-
ment by both mother and father accounted for 19 percent of the cases, 18 percent 
involved victimizations by father, and mother-only victimizations accounted for 
41 percent.106

 Although the corporal punishment of children is presently prohibited in nine 
countries (Austria, Cyprus, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Italy, Latvia, Nor-
way, and Sweden), over 90 percent of American parents report having spanked 
their children by age 3 or 4. Corporal punishment is more likely to be used in 
authoritarian style parenting, where discipline is inconsistent or developmentally 
inappropriate, or where there is minimal parent–child communication. Even 
small amounts of physical punishment can have an adverse effect on the psycho-
social development of children and have been found to predict intelligence fail-
ure, emotional dysfunction, impaired ability to empathize, hostility, depression, 
conduct disorders in children, and criminality and violence in adulthood.107 
 Approximately 1,460 children die of maltreatment, 42 percent from neglect, 
28 percent from physical abuse, and 29 percent from multiple maltreatment 
types. Infant boys younger than 1 year had the highest rate of fatalities at 17.3 
deaths per 100,000 boys. Infant girls younger than 1 year had a rate of 14.5 
deaths per 100,000 girls. In those cases in which children died as a result of 
abuse or neglect, 58 percent involved mothers as perpetrators and 42 percent 
involved fathers.108 

Maltreatment, Corporal Punishment, and Delinquency

The nonlethal consequences of maltreatment frequently include delinquent, ag-
gressive, and violent behavior by its victims. According to Gail Wasserman and 
Angela Seracini, when compared to nonmaltreated children, maltreated toddlers 
have been found to be signifi cantly more likely to respond with fear, threats, or 
aggressive behavior to another child’s distress; abused and neglected children 
are signifi cantly more aggressive in their interactions with peers; and abused 
preschool and elementary school–age children are perceived by parents and 
teachers to have higher rates of externalizing behavior at home and at school.109 

 John Lemmon’s study of a cohort of 632 male juveniles from low-income 
families reported a signifi cant impact of maltreatment on initiation and continu-
ation of delinquency. The maltreated boys had signifi cantly higher scores on all 
measures of delinquency, were more likely than their nonmaltreated counterparts 

Corporal punishment is 

often criticized. However, 

is it possible that 

spanking is an effective 

means of anticipatory 

socialization for children? 

Does spanking send the 

message that behavior 

has consequences? 

Does spanking prepare 

youths to face the legal 

consequences of their 

delinquency?

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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to be referred to the juvenile court, and were more likely to be adjudicated delin-
quent. The maltreated group comprised the overwhelming majority of youths in 
the juvenile justice system, accounting for 84 percent of those youths receiving 
placement dispositions and 78 percent of those transferred to criminal court 
for prosecution. The maltreatment group also accounted for most of the seri-
ous delinquencies by juveniles: 78 percent of aggravated assaults, 83 percent of 
robberies, and 86 percent of weapons offenses. Male delinquents who had been 
maltreated were signifi cantly more likely to be persistent and violent offenders, 
while nonmaltreated delinquents tended to be routine, infrequent offenders.110 
 Timothy Ireland and his colleagues report that persistent maltreatment dra-
matically increased the risk of chronic delinquency in both early and late ado-
lescence. Persistent maltreatment through childhood and adolescence and mal-
treatment limited to adolescence was predictive of both delinquency and drug 
use. On the other hand, children who were maltreated only during childhood, 
rather than in adolescence, were no more likely than controls to engage in violent 
delinquency in early adolescence.111 Jane Siegel and Linda Williams conducted a 
prospective study of 206 women treated in a hospital emergency room. Women 
reporting childhood sexual abuse were twice as likely as the nonabused group to 
have been arrested as juveniles for violent offenses; they were also nearly twice 
as likely to have been arrested as adults and to have engaged in violent offenses 
and fi ve times more likely to have been arrested for drug offenses.112 
 Cathy Spatz Widom reports results from four studies conducted in differ-
ent parts of the country over the past 25 years. In the Midwest, abused and 
neglected children were more likely to be fi rst arrested about one year earlier 

Children who 
observe their parents 
fi ghting or physically 

punishing siblings 
are more likely than 

children who do 
not observe these 

events to regard them 
as normal ways of 
resolving confl icts.
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than matched nonmaltreated children and signifi cantly more likely to become 
chronic offenders. Findings from a subset of data from the Rochester Youth De-
velopment Study confi rmed that both self-reported and offi cial delinquency was 
signifi cantly related to child maltreatment. A study out of North Carolina found 
maltreated children to have higher rates of reported delinquency and violence 
than controls, while research conducted in Washington State concluded that 
abused and neglected children were about fi ve times more likely to be arrested 
for nonviolent delinquencies and 11 times more likely to be arrested for violent 
offenses than their matched controls. These studies, when taken together, sug-
gest support for the “cycle of violence” hypothesis whereby children who experi-
ence maltreatment grow up to become perpetrators of violence.113 
 Even though few people would ever condone child abuse and neglect, many 
parents both condone and advocate the use of corporal punishment as a form of 
discipline. But corporal punishment also produces negative consequences. Al-
though low-impact spanking, when used with young children by warm and car-
ing parents, does not appear to be predictive of later adolescent conduct prob-
lems, more severe forms of corporal punishment are associated with delinquency. 
Longitudinal studies have found a strong relationship between severe punish-
ment such as slapping, kicking, shoving, and hitting and both self-reported and 
offi cial delinquency. 
 A number of studies report physical punishment to be more widely accepted 
among African Americans than among whites. White parents may be more tol-
erant of moderate misbehavior, but African American parents may perceive the 
consequences of disobedience as more serious in their neighborhood context in 
which respect for authority might reduce harassment by the police. Firm dis-
cipline is believed to help protect the child from the variety of dangers in the 
child’s social environment. For example, Delores Smith and Gail Mosby exam-
ined Jamaican child rearing practices and found it to be highly repressive and 
severe, with fl ogging the most common form of corporal punishment. Children 
are disciplined for a variety of misbehaviors, ranging from lying and stealing to 
being impolite and failing to complete their chores. Such punishment was found 
to be highly related to depression, post–traumatic stress disorders, prostitution, 
teen pregnancy, criminality, and violence.114 See Box 10-7 for a discussion of 
how Sweden’s antispanking law affected rates of child abuse in that country.
 Beyond corporal punishment, the juvenile justice system has developed spe-
cial courts to deal with family violence and other family issues that relate to 
delinquency. One such set of courts is the Family Dependency Treatment Courts 
established in Reno, Nevada, in 1994. These are family courts that specifi cally 
adjudicate child welfare cases involving child abuse and neglect and parental sub-
stance abuse. Family Dependency Treatment Courts strive to ensure that children 
are safe and provided for while providing support, treatment, and access to so-
cial services to help parents get sober. Brief stints in jail for the substance-abusing 
parent are used as incentives to participate in the program. Family Dependency 
Treatment Courts use a multidisciplinary team of child protective workers and 
drug counselors to address the needs of the family. The ultimate goal is to unify 
the family in a healthy environment. Although there are not formal evaluation 
studies, anecdotal information from child protective workers and drug counsel-
ors suggest that both children and parents feel that the hands-on, specialized 
attention that Family Dependency Treatment Courts provide is helping reduce 
family-related problems.115 
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N
early two-thirds of Americans approve of 
spanking, down from 74 percent in 1946.
College-educated parents are twice 

as likely to disapprove of spanking than are 
those who didn’t complete high school, and 
whites are about twice as likely to disapprove 
of spanking as are African Americans. Many 
antispanking advocates express concern 
that spanking children produces a variety of 
psychological and behavioral problems, in-
cluding delinquency. Other antispankers are 
concerned that spanking a child is just the 
beginning of a slide down the slippery slope 
toward more serious forms of child abuse. For 
example, recent surveys report that nearly 
20 percent of parents admit hitting their chil-
dren on their bottoms with brushes, belts, or 
sticks, while another 10 percent report spank-
ing their children with “hard objects.” In addi-
tion, about two-thirds of mothers with children 
under 6 years of age report spanking them at 
least three times a week.

In 1979 Sweden passed the fi rst law in the 
world prohibiting parents from spanking their 
children in a major effort to reduce child abuse. 
Eight other countries have passed similar
laws (Austria, Cyprus, Denmark, Finland, Ger-
many, Italy, Latvia, and Norway). Did Sweden’s 
antispanking law reduce child abuse? Most of 
the evidence suggests that it did not. Robert 
Larzelere, director of residential research at 
Boys Town in Nebraska, has examined all pub-
lished studies evaluating the Swedish spank-
ing ban and concludes that “it has made little 
change in problematic forms of physical pun-
ishment.” While signifi cantly fewer Swedish 
parents than American parents spanked their 
children or hit them with an object, more se-
rious forms of physical punishment occurred 
more frequently in Sweden during the year af-
ter the ban than in the United States. Further-
more, Swedish police records indicate that 
reported child abuse of children under the 

age of 7 actually increased 489 percent from 
1981 to 1994.

Larzelere also reports that “the rate of beat-
ing a child up was three times as high in Swe-
den as in the United States, the rate of using a 
weapon was twice as high, and the overall rate 
of very severe violence was 49 percent higher 
in Sweden than the United States average.” 
Moreover, “the rate of pushing, grabbing, or 
shoving was 39 percent higher in Sweden 
than the average rate in the United States.” 
Larzelere concludes that although parents 
in Sweden were signifi cantly less likely than 
American parents to spank their children, they 
were also signifi cantly more likely to use physi-
cal aggression and to engage in child abuse 
than their American counterparts.

Larzelere believes that parents need to be 
empowered with “milder, effective disciplinary 
tactics” incorporating limited spanking. He 
and other experts argue that it is not so much 
whether parents spank their children, but how 
they spank them. Most “limited spanking” ad-
vocates argue that children under 2 years of 
age should never be spanked because the risk 
of serious physical injury is too great and that 
spanking adolescents may actually increase 
their misbehaviors. Spanking, they believe, is 
most effective with children between the ages 
2 and 6; spankings should be done in private 
to reduce humiliation, never done in anger, 
and applied only with an open hand on the 
child’s bottom.

Sources: John Lyons and Robert Larzelere, “Where Is Evi-

dence that Non-Abusive Corporal Punishment Increases 

Aggression?” Paper presented at the XXVI International 

Congress of Psychology, Montreal, August 18, 1996; Lynn 

Rosellini, “When to Spank,” online at: http://Usnews.com/

usnews/issue/980413/13span.htm, accessed May 1, 2007;

J.E. Durrant, “Evaluating the Success of Sweden’s Corporal 

Punishment Ban,” Child Abuse & Neglect 5:435–448 (1999);

Robert Larzelere, “Child Abuse in Sweden,” online at: http://www

.people.biola.edu/faculty/paulp/sweden2.html, accessed

May 1, 2007.

Has Sweden’s Antispanking Law Reduced Child Abuse?
D E L I N Q U E N C Y  A R O U N D  T H E  G L O B Eb o x  1 0 - 7
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Few people would contend the family has no effect whatsoever on whether a 
child becomes delinquent. But what is the nature of that effect? What aspects 
of the family are most signifi cant in this arena? Is it the inculcation of moral 
values? Is it the structure of the family? Is it working mothers? Or does it have 
more to do with parenting styles and degree of supervision? This chapter has 
explored these issues and presented what often appear to be confl icting fi ndings 
from research.

Studies suggest the relationship between divorce and single-parent families 
and delinquency exists but that it is strongest for girls and for less serious of-
fenses. However, this fi nding may be misleading. Possibly, the relationship be-
tween broken or single-parent homes and delinquency may seem weak because 
these variables are separated by a number of important intervening variables. 
In other words, the absence of one parent may affect delinquency by producing 
weak attachments between the parent and child. Parenting skills have a consid-
erable effect on delinquency. Patterson’s techniques for making children more 
conforming to conventional norms include reinforcing conformity and provid-
ing sane punishment for transgressions. But reinforcement alone is not enough, 
Patterson discovered, particularly with very problematic children. Research 
shows that parents can be taught how to be more effective and, in turn, their 
children’s misbehavior will decline.

Child maltreatment, including corporal punishment, abuse, and neglect, 
is extensive. Nearly three million cases of abuse and neglect are reported each 
year, and about 1,500 children die each year as a result of maltreatment. The 
maltreatment of children also creates an oppressive environment that produces a 
variety of negative outcomes, including drug use, teen pregnancy, low academic 
achievement, emotional problems, and juvenile delinquency.

While the family is the most critical social institution, children may actually 
spend more time in direct interaction with other children and adults in another 
major social institution, the school. For at least 9 months every year, from about 
age 5 until age 18, children spend nearly half their waking hours in school. Does 
this time in school deter or contribute to problem behaviors in children? The 
next chapter will explore the relationship between school and delinquency.

Authoritarian parents Parents who place a high value on obedience and conformity, tend-

ing to favor more punitive, absolute, and forceful disciplinary measures.

Authoritative parents Parents who are warm but fi rm; they set standards of behavior for 

their child and highly value the development of autonomy and self-direction.

Family Dependency Treatment Courts Family courts that specifi cally adjudicate child wel-

fare cases involving child abuse and neglect and parental substance abuse. 

Indifferent parents Parents who are unresponsive to their child and may, in extreme 

cases, be neglectful.

Indulgent parents Parents who are more responsive, accepting, benign, and passive in 

matters of discipline and place few demands on their child.

Latchkey children Children who regularly care for themselves without adult supervision 

after school or on weekends.
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Maltreatment Severe mistreatment of children, including physical and sexual abuse, physi-

cal neglect, lack of supervision, emotional maltreatment, educational maltreatment, and 

moral–legal maltreatment.

Single-parent families Families composed of children and one parent who is divorced or 

widowed or who was never married.

Socialization The process through which children learn the norms and values of a particu-

lar society or social group so that they can function within it.
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T
he United States has a long and noble history of providing free 
public education. The origin of this achievement can be traced to 
the Massachusetts Act of 1642 that instructed parents to provide 
children with education and literacy. Unfortunately, many parents 
did not, and the Puritan authorities reacted by ordering every town 
to provide free public schooling. More than two centuries later, in 

1852, Massachusetts passed the nation’s fi rst compulsory school attendance law 
that required all children between age 8 and 14 to attend school for a minimum 
of three months each year. Truant offi cers, whose job was to check for school 
absences, were hired to enforce the law. As shown in Table 11-1, by 1929, 
compulsory education laws had been passed in all states.1

 Although the face of education has changed greatly over the past 350 years, 
it is arguable whether the purpose of schooling has changed very much. Is the 
role of the school today different than it was in Colonial America when it was to 
prepare children to accept and adapt to the lives they are born into? Or has the 
function of public schooling changed signifi cantly? Is the purpose of school to-
day to open new doors to the world for children, to stimulate their imagination, 
and to give them the skills necessary to enhance their lives? The correct answer 
to these questions is probably, “It depends.”
 Today, nearly 50 million children are enrolled in public schools.2 In addi-
tion, more than 1.1 million students are home-schooled, which represents more 
than 2 percent of all students.3 Some children attend schools blessed with an 
abundance of resources, dedicated teachers, a culture of learning, and endless 
educational enrichment opportunities. Other children toil in dysfunctional, ra-
cially divided, overcrowded schools with high rates of teacher absenteeism and 
few resources and opportunities. Regrettably, there are many examples of so-
cial inequality in American schools. For instance, a national survey sponsored 
by the U.S. Department of Education found that 37 percent of Hispanic stu-
dents aged 12 to 17 attend schools where organized street gangs operate within 
their school. For African American children, 29 percent report street gangs in 
schools, and for other minority children, 22 percent report gangs in schools. For 
whites, just 14 percent report attending schools where street gangs are a pres-
ence.4 Wayne Welsh and his colleagues report that nonwhite children are signifi -
cantly more likely to attend schools that are unsafe with high levels of student 
misconduct and delinquency.5 African American and Hispanic children are also 
more likely to attend schools that have high levels of disorder that in turn fosters 
a negative school climate and negatively affects learning.6 Graham Ousey and 
Pamela Wilcox report that nonwhite children are signifi cantly likely to attend 
schools characterized by a subcultural school culture that places a priority on 
misbehavior and delinquency as opposed to learning.7 Overall, the disparities 
in American schools, which are divided by social class, race, and ethnicity, are 
described by the literary scholar and author Jonathan Kozol as “savage inequali-
ties,” “the shame of the nation,” and evidence of Apartheid.8 
 Widespread inequality in schooling produces countless consequences for 
children, particularly for low-income juveniles.9 Yet, regardless of whether 
schools are well funded or poorly funded, all schools are a microcosm of larger 
society, where children are subordinate to adults. In schools, teachers wield 
power and students exercise little control over their education. The educa-
tional interests of the nation, state, school district, administrators, and teachers 
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prevail. The teacher is the taskmaster whose job it is to impose the curriculum 
upon students, whether children learn anything or not. Under these circum-
stances it is not surprising that some students fi nd school to be hostile and un-
inviting, where the teacher–student relationship is characterized by structured 

table 11-1 State Compulsory School At tendance Laws1

STATE ENACTMENT AGE LIMITS STATE ENACTMENT AGE LIMITS

Alabama 1915 7–16 Missouri 1905 7–16

Alaska 1929 7–16 Montana 1883 7–1610

Arizona 1899 6–162 Nebraska 1887 7–16

Arkansas 1909 5–173 Nevada 1873 7–17

California 1874 6–184 New Hampshire 1871 6–16

Colorado 1889 7–16 New Jersey 1875 6–16

Connecticut 1872 7–16 New Mexico 1891 5–18

Delaware 1907 5–165 New York 1874 6–1611

D.C. 1864 7–17 North Carolina 1907 7–16

Florida 1915 6–18 North Dakota 1883 7–16

Georgia 1916 6–16 Ohio 1877 6–18

Hawaii 1896 6–18 Oklahoma 1907 5–18

Idaho 1887 7–16 Pennsylvania 1895 8–17

Illinois 1883 7–16 Rhode Island 1883 6–16

Indiana 1897 7–16 South Carolina 1915 5–16

Iowa 1902 6–166 South Dakota 1883 6–16

Kansas 1874 7–187 Tennessee 1905 6–17

Kentucky 1896 6–168 Texas 1915 6–18

Louisiana 1910 7–17 Utah 1890 6–18

Maine 1875 7–17 Vermont 1867 7–16

Maryland 1902 5–16 Virginia 1908 5–18

Massachusetts 1852 6–16 Washington 1871 8–189

Michigan 1871 6–16 West Virginia 1897 6–16

Minnesota 1885 7–189 Wisconsin 1879 6–18

Mississippi 1918 6–17 Wyoming 1876 6–162

1. Date of enactment of fi rst compulsory attendance law.

2. Ages 6 to 16 or 10th grade completion.

3. Must have turned 17 by October 1.

4. At least 16 and have graduated high school or passed California High School Profi ciency Exam and obtained 

parental permission.

5. Must have turned 5 by August 31.

6. Must have turned 16 by September 15.

7. Eligible for waiver at 16.

8. Must have turned 6 by October 1.

9. Eligible for waiver.

10. Age 16 and completion of 8th grade.

11. Age 16 and completion of school year.

Source: U.S. Department of Education, State Compulsory School Attendance Laws (Washington, DC: National 

Center for Educational Statistics, 2007).
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confl ict, and where teachers coerce students into obedience and teach them to 
follow routines and submit to authority. Some students feel they are in a powder 
keg waiting to explode, and many act out in inappropriate ways that are danger-
ous to them, their classmates, and their teachers.

VIOLENCE AT SCHOOL

There is not a shortage of shocking incidents of violence in schools in the United 
States, including highly publicized killings, homicides, and other acts of violent 
delinquency. For example, in May 2006, 12 boys between ages 6 and 8 at an 
elementary school in St. Louis were suspended for the entire school year after 
sexually assaulting a second-grade girl during recess.10 On March 8, 2000, 
Kayla Roland, age 6, was shot in the neck in her fi rst-grade classroom with a 
.32-caliber pistol and died a half hour later. Her killer, Dedrick Owens, also 
only 6 years old, had quarreled with Kayla on the playground the day before. 
Dedrick, already known as a bully, had found the loaded pistol lying under blan-
kets on the fl oor of his home and brought it to school tucked in his pants. After 
shooting Kayla, Dedrick ran into a nearby bathroom and tossed the gun into a 
trashcan. Once in police custody, Dedrick sat quietly drawing pictures after in-
dicating to the police that he thought he had done something “naughty.”11 

Educators in 
several states have 

banned purses 
from classrooms 
because the bags 

could hold fi rearms 
and compromise 

school safety. Are 
zero-tolerance 
school policies 

where seemingly 
innocent items, such 
as purses, are illegal 

worthwhile? 
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 In the past decade the United States has witnessed a series of shockingly violent 
episodes taking place in the nation’s high schools. These events included a principal 
and student killed in Bethel, Alaska; three students killed and fi ve more wounded 
in West Paducah, Kentucky; one teacher and fi ve students killed in Jonesboro, 
Arkansas; a teacher killed and a student wounded in Edinboro, Pennsylvania; and 
a teacher and 13 students killed at Columbine High School in Littleton, Colorado. 
In the wake of the Columbine mass murder, some students attempted to imitate the 
rampage. For instance, one week after Columbine, a disgruntled teenager who had 
dropped out of school killed a student and wounded another at the W.R. Meyers 
High School in Taber, Canada. In Pennsylvania, 52 bomb scares were reported the 
week after Columbine. Other bomb scares or plots to “copy cat” the Columbine 
Massacre were attempted in 17 states.12 
 Shootings in high schools, though generally rare, have been part of the school 
landscape during much of the second half of the 20th century. Even in the 1950s, 
a number of movies, such as High School Confi dential and Blackboard Jungle, 
focused on violence in high schools. But before the late 1980s and early 1990s, 
when juvenile gun violence had risen so dramatically, shootings in schools typi-
cally involved only single victims, and students in the lower grades rarely wit-
nessed the violence and were even more rarely the victims of violence. With the 
shooting of Kayla Roland, America’s elementary schools were no longer seen as 
inviolate islands of safety for children. Guns were now being brought into fi rst-
grade classrooms and 6-year-olds were being shot to death (see Box 11-1).
 Perhaps due to the great amount of media attention given to the series of in-
cidents involving multiple-shooting victims in schools, school violence and bul-
lying have replaced drive-by shootings and gang-related violence as the country’s 
greatest concern involving the safety of its children (see Figure 11-1). However, 
school-associated violent deaths are rare. According to the most recent Indica-
tors of School Crime and Safety survey, children are approximately 75 times 
more likely to be murdered away from school than at school.13 

Source: Jeff Stahler © Columbus Dispatch/Dist. by Newspaper Enterprise Association, Inc.
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S
chool violence is a worldwide problem. As 
the following examples illustrate, the typi-
cal offender is a male who shoots a male 

victim because of an interpersonal dispute in 
a school classroom or hallway, and then kills 
himself, leaving many questions unanswered. 
Below are listed a few examples of school 
violence that have recently taken place in the 
United States and elsewhere around the world. 

• October 2, 2006: Charles Roberts, 32, 
man enters the West Nickel Mines School, 
a one-room Amish schoolhouse in Lancaster 
County, Pennsylvania, and kills five girls 
(aged 7–13) and himself.

• September 27, 2006: Duane Morrison, 
a 53-year old drifter, entered Platte Canyon 
High School in Bailey, Colorado, saying that 
he had a bomb. Morrison took six female 
students hostage, sexually assaulted them, 
killed one of the students, and then commit-
ted suicide. 

• July 27, 2006: Five children aged 12 and 
13 beat an 11-year-old boy to death after 
school in Thessaloniki, Greece.

• March 21, 2005: Jeffrey Weise, 16, killed 
five students, four adults, and himself at Red 
Lake High School in Minnesota. 

• September 3, 2004: More than two dozen 
terrorists belonging to a cell formed by radical 
Chechen rebel leader Shamil Basayev killed 
more than 150 children who they had taken hos-
tage at a school in Beslan in southern Russia. 

• June 1, 2004: The throat of 12-year-old 
Satomi Mitarai was slit and her arms slashed 
with a box-cutter by an 11-year-old classmate 
who left her to bleed to death in Tokyo.

• April 29, 2002: Dragoslav Petkovic, 17, 
opened fire with a handgun shortly after noon 
at his high school in Vlasenica, Bosnia-
Herzegovina, killing one teacher and wound-
ing another before taking his own life.

• April 26, 2002: Robert Steinhaeuser, 19, 
who had been expelled from his high school 
in Erfurt, Germany, returned to the school and 
shot and killed 13 teachers, two students, 
and a police officer before killing himself.

• February 19, 2002: A 22-year-old gunman 
in Munich, Germany, killed his former boss 
and a foreman at the company that fired him, 
then went to a high school where he shot the 
school’s headmaster when he was unable to 
find the teacher he was after. He then shot 
another teacher in the face and set off home-
made bombs before killing himself. 

• June 8, 2001: Mamoru Takuma forced his 
way into Ikeda Elementary School in Osaka, 
Japan, stabbed to death 8 students and in-
jured 13 others.

• March 26, 2001: An arson fire at the 
Kyanguli Secondary School in Kenya killed 
67 students. Two students were charged with 
murder.

• April 28, 1999: A 14-year-old, who had 
been bullied, opened fired at his high school 
in Taber, Alberta, Canada, killing a 17-year-old 
student and wounding another student.

• May 21, 1998: Kip Kinkel, 15, murdered his 
mother and father, and then went to Thurston 
High School in Springfield, Oregon, where he 
killed 2 students and wounded 25 others. 

• October 1, 1997: A 16-year-old boy killed 
two students and wounded seven others at 
his high school in Pearl, Mississippi.

• March 13, 1996: Thomas Hamilton, 43, 
dressed in black and wearing earmuffs to 
protect him from the noise, entered an el-
ementary school in Dunblane, Scotland, and 
sprayed 105 bullets into the gym striking 
29 people before killing himself. Sixteen 
5- and 6-year-olds and a teacher died.

Sources: Valeria Korchagina, “Russians’ Grief Mixes With 

Anger at Offi cials,” USA TODAY, September 7, 2004:8A; Na-

tional School Safety Center, School-Associated Violent Deaths 

Report (Westlake Village, CA: National School Safety Center, 

2006); Audrey Mcavoy, “Japanese Girl, 12, Slain by School-

mate,” Boulder Daily Camera, June 2, 2004:3B; Judy Keen, “A 

Year After Minn. Shootings, Questions, Pain Remain Fresh,” 

USA TODAY, March 21, 2006:4A; Matt DeLisi, “The Colum-

bine High School Massacre and Criminal Justice System Re-

sponse: An Exploratory Case Study,” Social Science Journal 

39:19–29 (2002); Amy Bounds, “Schools Try to Increase 

Security After Shootings,” Boulder Daily Camera, October 4, 

2006:1A; Costas Kantouris, “Schoolchildren Accused of Kill-

ing Boy,” Des Moines Register, July 27, 2006:5A.

School Violence Around the World
D E L I N Q U E N C Y  A R O U N D  T H E  G L O B Eb o x  1 1 - 1
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 Yet shootings at schools have galvanized public concern about school safety, 
even though research studies have found schools nationwide are safe. Two na-
tionwide studies of school homicides have been conducted by the Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention in collaboration with the U.S. Departments of 
Education and Justice. The fi rst study covered a two-year period and identi-
fi ed 68 students who were killed on or near school grounds or at school-related 
events.14 Most of the victims were male and were killed with fi rearms. These 
homicides represent less than 1 percent of all youth homicides in the period 
studied, and the estimated incidence of school-associated violent death was 0.09 
per 100,000 student-years. Those at greatest risk of being killed were racial or 
ethnic minority males attending senior high schools in urban school districts. 
The homicide rate in urban schools, for example, was nine times greater than 

With 32 victims, the mass murder at Virginia Tech in 2007 was the deadliest mass killing in modern 
American history. In the wake of the Virginia Tech tragedy, what factors were cited as “causes” of the 
event? How do these factors relate to theories of delinquency? Can aberrant events such as this be predicted 
or understood with existing theories, or do they defy explanation? 

Source: Greg Toppo, “High-Tech School Security Is on the Rise,” USA Today, October 10, 2006: 7D.

figure 11-1 Student Deaths in American Schools

SCHOOL YEAR

2006�2007
2005�2006
2004�2005
2003�2004
2002�2003
2001�2002
2000�2001
1999�2000

TOTAL DEATHS

13
27
39
49
16
17
31
33
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the rate in rural schools. The most common motives were an interpersonal 
dispute or gang-related activities.15 The second study updated the fi gures. It 
identifi ed 177 students age 5 to 19 who were killed over a 5-year period; the 
vast majority of the homicides (84 percent) involved fi rearms. School-associated 
homicides remained at less than 1 percent of all homicides among students, but 
the frequency of homicides involving more than one victim increased.16 
 Most school crime is nonfatal. The National Crime Victimization Survey 
found that the rate of serious violent crimes against youths age 12 to 18 was 
about one-half as great when they were at school as when they were not. At 
school, the highest victimization rates were among male students and younger 
students (ages 12 to 14). The rate was highest in urban schools and lower at sub-
urban and rural schools. Overall, the rate of serious violent crimes at school re-
mained relatively stable for the past 15 years at about 6 to 13 per 1,000 students. 
The Monitoring the Future survey, which asks high school seniors whether they 
have been victims of violence, corroborates the stability of this trend. The per-
centage of seniors reporting that they had been injured with a weapon at school 
remained stable at about 5 percent since 1990. The same victimization rate is 
reported by the National Study of Delinquency Prevention in Schools.17 A snap-
shot of school crime statistics appears in Box 11-2.

Bullying at School

Bullying is the use of one’s strength or status to intimidate, injure, or humili-
ate another person of lesser strength or status. It occurs whenever students are 
picked on or made to do things they do not want to do. There are four kinds of 
bullying:

1.  Physical bullying, which involves hitting, kicking, spitting, pushing, and 
taking personal belongings.

2.  Verbal bullying, which includes taunting, teasing, name calling, and making 
threats.

3.  Emotional bullying, which encompasses spreading rumors, manipulat-
ing social relationships, or engaging in social exclusion, extortion, or 
intimidation.

4. Sexual bullying, which involves sexual harassment and actual abuse.

Bullying must be distinguished from other forms of peer aggression or confl ict; 
bullying always involves a power imbalance between the bully and the victim.18 
Although both boys and girls bully, there are clear gender differences. Girls 
mostly commit emotional and verbal bullying whereas boys are more likely to 
physically bully. There are several important risk factors or warning signs that 
a child may bully his or her peers. Bullies are impulsive, hot-tempered, and lack 
empathy. They have diffi culty following rules, are often bored and frustrated, 
and have low interest in school. Bullies are likely to be raised in homes where 
there is little parental warmth and involvement in addition to harsh and incon-
sistent parental discipline.19

Prevalence of Bullying Bullying is widespread in the United States and in 
other countries. A national study found that 30 percent of students are involved 
in bullying either as a bully (13 percent), a victim (11 percent), or both a bully 
and a victim (6 percent). A study by the National Institute of Child Health and 

One reason schools 

are characterized by 

delinquency is they 

warehouse people 

ages 14 to 18. These 

are among the most 

criminogenic ages. Is 

a school-delinquency 

connection inevitable 

given the age effect? 

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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Human Development estimated that 1.7 million American children in grades 
6 through 10 can be identifi ed as bullies. This study found that 11 percent of 
students reported bullying others “sometimes” (moderate bullying) and 9 per-
cent admitted to bullying others “once a week” or more (frequent bullying). Bul-
lying occurs most frequently from 6th to 8th grade, with little variation seen 
among urban, suburban, and rural areas.20

 The National Center for Education Statistics reported increases in the per-
centage of students victimized by bullying in recent years. While crime at school 
as a whole has declined in recent years, bullying is one of the few problems to 
increase in prevalence. Almost 10 percent of students reported that they had 
been bullied at school in the last 6 months. Nine percent of all males and 7 per-
cent of all females surveyed (ages 12 to 18) reported experiencing bullying dur-
ing the past 6 months. The percentage of students who reported that they had 
been bullied increased for each racial–ethnic group except African American 
students. About 6 percent of African American students in both years reported 
they had been bullied. The percentage of students bullied increased from 5 per-
cent to 9 percent for white students, from 4 percent to 8 percent for Hispanic 
students, and from 3 percent to 7 percent for other, non-Hispanic students.21

D
elinquency is extensive in American 
schools. For example, in 2006:

• About 1.4 million nonfatal crimes 
occurred; nearly 900,000 were thefts. 

• More than 583,000 violent crimes, such 
as rapes, sexual assaults, robberies, simple 
and aggravated assaults were reported.

• There were 21 students killed at school 
representing less than one homicide per mil-
lion students enrolled. 

• About 4 percent of students reported be-
ing victimized at school; most of the reported 
cases were theft.

• Boys were more likely than girls to be 
threatened or injured with a weapon at 
school.

• More than 150,000 teacher victimizations 
occurred, including more than 50,000 violent 
victimizations.

• Ten percent of teachers in central city 
schools were threatened with injury by their 
students.

• More than 81 percent of public schools 
experienced at least one violent incident, 

and 36 percent reported the incident to the 
police.

• Nearly 20 percent of public schools re-
ported weekly student acts of disrespect 
toward teachers, 13 percent reported verbal 
abuse of teachers, and 3 percent reported 
widespread disorder in the classroom.

• Twenty-four percent of students reported 
that street gangs are present in their 
schools.

• Twenty-five percent of high school stu-
dents reported that someone had offered, 
sold, or given them illegal drugs on school 
property.

• Thirty-six percent of high school students 
reported having been in a physical fight in the 
past year.

• About six percent of students skipped 
school out of fear of victimization.

Source: Rachel Dinkes, Emily Forrest Cataldi, Grace Kena, 

Katrina Baum, and Thomas Snyder, Indicators of School 

Crime and Safety: 2006 (Washington, DC: U. S. Department 

of Justice, 2006).

School Crime Statistics
A  W I N D O W  O N  D E L I N Q U E N C Yb o x  1 1 - 2
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Consequences of Bullying Bullying has long- and short-term consequences 
for both those who are bullied and those who are bullies. Bullies and their tar-
gets are more likely to engage in violent behavior, such as frequent fi ghting or 
carrying a weapon than other youths. Victims of bullying grow up to have more 
depression and lower self-esteem than other adults. Children who are bullied 
also are more likely to feel lonely, to have trouble making friends, and to get 
along poorly with classmates. Sometimes they are insecure, embarrass easily, 
and are fearful of attending school. The impact of chronic childhood bullying 
often follows them into adulthood where they face substantial risks of suffering 
from depression, schizophrenia, and committing suicide.
 Children who bully are also affected by their behavior, and bullying is usually 
only one of their problems. They might also abuse animals, vandalize buildings, 
shoplift, drop out of school, fi ght, and use illegal drugs and alcohol. Dan Olweus 
and Susan Limber found that bullies are more likely to be chronic offenders and 
adult criminals. They also reported that 60 percent of boys who bullied in grades 
6 through 9 were convicted of at least one crime as adults, compared with 23 
percent of boys who did not bully. More strikingly, 40 percent of boys who bul-
lied had three or more convictions by age 24, compared with only 10 percent of 
boys who did not bully.22 Matt DeLisi suggests that many of the most serious 
career criminals began their careers in violence as bullies at school.23

Prevention of Bullying Peter Gill and Max Stenlund recently conducted a 
case study where three friends of a bully acted as police offi cers to intervene 
when a classroom bully started to victimize other students. The three peers 
forcefully pinned the bully to the ground and commanded him to stop harass-
ing and using violence toward others. Seeing the class bully being physically 
overpowered reduced the perception among students that he was to be feared. In 
addition, the case study provided a deterrent to the bully because he did not like 
the experience of being physically handled.24 Unfortunately, examples like this 
are likely the exception. 
 Research shows that bullying can have lasting adverse effects on children, 
but that carefully implemented school programs may substantially reduce bul-
lying.25 Bullying at school can be reduced by approximately 30 to 70 percent, 
according to Dan Olweus, whose program was implemented throughout Nor-
way. His approach has been adapted for use in many schools in other coun-
tries, including the United States. The basic program involves school-wide, 
classroom, and individual interventions. School-wide rules and sanctions that 
emphasize a climate intolerant of bullying behaviors are reinforced by regular 
classroom discussions. Individual students receive consistent supervision and 
discipline, accompanied by parent involvement and in some cases, mental health 
interventions.26 The Olweus Bullying Prevention Program is so effective that is 
has been recognized as a model program by the Offi ce of Juvenile Justice and 
Delinquency Prevention and the Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration. 

Teacher Victimization

Some crime victims in schools are teachers. In addition to the personal toll that 
violence may take on teachers, those who worry about their safety may have 
diffi culty teaching and may leave the profession altogether. From 2001 to 2005, 

Is bullying a social 

problem or a minor 

nuisance that many 

people experience in 

their lives? Why might 

bullying contribute to 

school shootings? 

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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teachers were the victims of 1.3 million nonfatal crimes at school, including 
817,000 thefts and 473,000 violent crimes (rape or sexual assault, robbery, 
aggravated assault, and simple assault). Among the violent crimes committed 
against teachers during this 5-year period, there were about 48,000 serious vio-
lent crimes accounting for 10 percent of the violent crimes, including rape or 
sexual assault, robbery, and aggravated assault. On average, 21 violent crimes 
were committed for every 1,000 teachers, and teachers were victims of two seri-
ous violent crimes per 1,000 teachers, annually.
 During the same 5-year period, the annual rate of violent victimization for 
teachers varied according to their sex and their instructional level. For example, 
urban teachers were more likely than rural and suburban teachers to be vic-
tims of violent crime (28 vs. 13 vs. 16 crimes, respectively, per 1,000 students). 
Teachers in urban areas were more likely than those in rural areas to experience 
theft at school (42 and 26 crimes per 1,000 teachers, respectively).
 Teachers also are threatened and attacked by students. Data on the extent 
to which students make threats or physically attack elementary and secondary 
teachers provide a snapshot of this problem. In a recent survey teachers were 
asked whether they had been threatened with injury or physically attacked by 
a student in the previous 12 months. The survey results indicate that about 
10 percent of elementary and secondary school teachers are threatened with in-
jury by a student at their school. Each year about 4 percent of teachers are physi-
cally attacked by a student. Teachers in central city schools were more likely 
to be threatened with injury or to be physically attacked than teachers in ur-
ban fringe or rural schools. For example, 11 percent of teachers in central city 
schools had been threatened with injury by students, compared with 8 percent 
each in suburban and rural schools. 
 Teachers’ reports of being victimized or attacked by a student vary accord-
ing to the level and sector of their school. Secondary school teachers were more 
likely than elementary school teachers to have been threatened with injury by a 
student (10 percent vs. 8 percent); however, secondary school teachers were less 
likely to have been physically attacked (2 percent vs. 6 percent). Public school 
teachers were more likely than private school teachers to be victimized by stu-
dents in school: 10 percent of public school teachers had been threatened with 
injury, compared with 4 percent of private school teachers. Likewise, students 
had physically attacked 4 percent of public school teachers and 2 percent of 
private school teachers. Among teachers in central city schools, those at public 
schools were four times more likely to be targets of threats of injury than their 
colleagues in private schools (14 percent vs. 3 percent) and about three times 
more likely to be targets of attacks (6 percent vs. 2 percent).27

Perceptions of School Violence

Although the overall risk of violence and injury at school has declined, stu-
dents and their parents report being increasingly apprehensive about their 
schools. Students are more fearful about being attacked or harmed at school, 
and they often avoid certain places within their schools. Some teenagers skip 
school for fear of getting hurt, and many parents are afraid for their children 
at school.28 A Gallup poll found that nearly half of the parents surveyed feared 
for their children’s safety when they sent them off to school, whereas only 24 
percent of parents reported this concern in 1977. Shortly after the shootings at 
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Columbine High School in Littleton, Colorado, 74 percent of parents said 
that a school shooting was very likely or somewhat likely to happen in their 
community.29 
 Public perceptions about school safety seem at odds with the evidence that 
the risk for serious violence at school has not changed substantially over the past 
20 years. For instance, Pamela Wilcox and her colleagues compared the objec-
tive and subjective experiences with school crime among nearly 4,000 middle 
school students in Kentucky. Students reported that although the most serious 
forms of school crime occasionally occur, they are “overrated” in the sense that 
most students did not experience violence. Instead, losing their property due to 
theft was overwhelmingly the most common type of school delinquency. Wil-
cox also found that students reported a substantial amount of fear of crime at 
school especially for offenses, such as simple assault, theft, and sexual harass-
ment. Students who had previously been victimized at school were signifi cantly 
more likely to report feeling less safe and perceive that various types of school 
crime were common.30 
 But several indicators of violence did increase during the epidemic, such as 
school fi ghts, gangs, drug use, and students carrying weapons to school. While 
gangs and weapon carrying have declined recently, the rates of drug use and 
physical fi ghting are high and have not changed since the 1990s. Today’s stu-
dents are still more likely to be carrying guns than those of the earlier eras, and 
the proportion of students reporting that they felt too unsafe to go to school has 
not changed since the peak of the violence epidemic in the mid-1990s. These 
fi ndings add to the concern that the violence epidemic is not yet over.31 

SCHOOLS, CHILDREN, AND THE LAW

Schools are in a constant struggle to promote a climate that fosters learning 
and teaching. To control the behavior of students, schools put into place many 
rules and regulations. The student handbooks children receive when they enter 
secondary school are roughly the same across the nation. They list behaviors 
that are violations of school policy and the consequences for violating them. For 
instance, in some schools students cannot bring toys to school, wear their hair 
in any style, or wear spaghetti straps. Students who violate school rules often 
are disciplined. The most common form of discipline is to remove the student 
from the activity or specifi c area for a “time-out.” For more serious violations, 
students are required to have their parents sign and return a discipline form. If a 
student continues to misbehave, the principal, teacher, student, and parents will 
confer to discuss the situation. Sometimes students are expelled or suspended 
from school, and in some school districts, in some states, students are physically 
punished.

Suspension and Expulsion 

Students are suspended or expelled from school for violating school rules or for 
having a dangerous health condition, such as lice. Students who face suspension 
have specifi c legal rights. In 1976, in Goss v. Lopez, the Supreme Court decided 
that students who face suspension for 10 days or less must receive a hearing. 
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However, at the hearing they do not have the right to an attorney or the right to 
cross-examine and confront witnesses. Within 24 hours following a suspension, 
the principal must provide the student’s parents with a written statement de-
scribing the reason why the child was suspended. The principal must also make 
a reasonable effort to hold a conference with the parents before the student is 
readmitted to school (see Box 11-3).32

 Students who face expulsion are guaranteed a more exhaustive list of rights 
than students who may be only suspended. Students who face expulsion have a 
right to a hearing, the right to know the qualifi cations of the hearing examiner, 
and the right to appeal the decision to the school superintendent or school board. 
Some children are more likely to be suspended than others. Of the more than 
three million children suspended from school every year, over 30 percent are 
African American, even though only 17 percent of the total student population 
nationwide is African American. In fact, nearly 1 in 8 African American chil-
dren are suspended every year, while only 1 of 30 white students is suspended 
annually. These data have led civil rights groups to contend that, like police who 
stop juveniles on the basis of their race, teachers and school offi cials discipline 
African American students more often and more harshly than whites. The result 
is that African American students are more likely to fall behind in their studies 
and abandon school altogether. 

School shooters, such 
as Kenneth Bartley, 

often generate policy 
discussions about 
toughening laws 
against juvenile 

offenders. While 
school shootings 
are often deadly 

and receive massive 
media coverage, they 
are rare compared to 

other serious forms 
of delinquency. Why 
does the public focus 
so much attention on 

school shootings? 
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Corporal Punishment

Corporal punishment is the infl iction of pain as a penalty for a student who 
violates a school rule.33 Teachers and other school offi cials hitting students for 
breaking school rules have a well-documented history. In the 17th century in 
Jesuit schools, it was expected that teachers would hit students. Serious student 
offenders were “stripped in front of the whole community and beaten until they 
bled.” Whipping was a teaching aid. One student complained, “My master . . . 
beat me horribly; he used to seize me by the ears and lift me off the ground.” 34

 In America during the Colonial era, corporal punishment was also widely 
practiced. Disobedient students were tied to the whipping post and beaten. Vio-
lence against students was justifi ed on the basis of an assertion in the Old Tes-
tament attributed to Solomon in the Book of Proverbs: “He that spareth his 
rod hateth his son; but he that loveth him chastiseth him betimes.” 35 Thus, the 
“right thing to do” was for teachers to physically punish unruly students.36 
 By the end of the 20th century and into the early 21st century, discipline 
problems in schools were a daily occurrence. Teachers tried to control stu-
dents through threats, intimidation, and beatings. Today, as is shown in Ta-
ble 11-2, corporal punishment in schools is prohibited in every industrialized 
nation except the United States and one state in Australia. The U.S. Supreme 
Court has issued two rulings on the corporal punishment of students. In 1975, 
in Baker v. Owen, the Court decided that teachers could administer reason-
able corporal punishment for disciplinary purposes.37 In 1977 in Ingraham v. 
Wright, the Court added that corporal punishment does not violate the cruel 
and unusual punishment clause of the Eighth Amendment (see Box 11-4). 

T
he issue before the Court in Goss v. Lopez
was whether the suspension of a student 
for a period of up to 10 days without a 

hearing constituted a violation of their due 
process rights. Several public high school 
students (including D. Lopez) were suspended 
from school for misconduct but were not given 
a hearing immediately before or after their 
suspension. School authorities in Columbus, 
Ohio, claimed that a state law allowed them 
to suspend students for up to 10 days with 
a hearing. The students brought legal action 
claiming that the statute was unconstitu-
tional because it allowed school authorities 
to deprive students of their right to a hearing, 
violating the due process clause of the Four-
teenth Amendment.

The Court said that education is a property 
interest protected by the Fourteenth Amend-
ment and any suspension requires prior notice 
and a hearing. Permitting suspension without 
a hearing is, therefore, unconstitutional. The 
Court said that oral or written notice of the 
charges brought against a student must be 
given to the student who is being suspended 
for more than a trivial period. If he denies the 
charges, the student must be given a hearing. 
The hearing may be an informal one where 
the student is simply given an explanation of 
the evidence against him and an opportunity 
to tell his side of the story.

Source: Goss v. Lopez, 419 U.S. 565 (1975).

Goss v. Lopez
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However, while school authorities may hit children, the Court, in Garcia v. 
Miera (1987), held that the extent of the punishment must not be excessive. 
In Garcia, a 9-year-old New Mexico girl was held upside down and struck fi ve 
times with a broken wooden paddle leading to bleeding and permanent scarring. 
She was paddled a second time 3 months later causing severe bruising. The 10th 
Circuit Court of Appeals found that school offi cials had used excessive force in 
administering corporal punishment and by doing so violated the student’s fed-
eral constitutional right of substantive due process. Both the school district and 
the administrators were liable for damages suffered by the student. The Gar-
cia case makes it clear that school offi cials can be sued, and the results can be 
time-consuming and expensive. But what happens if parents object to the use of 
corporal punishment on their children? The 4th Circuit Court of Appeals con-
sidered this question in Hall v. Tawney and ruled parents have no constitutional 
right to exempt their children from corporal punishment in public schools.38

 Teachers, principals, coaches, and bus drivers physically punish nearly 
400,000 students each year. While this number may be alarming, it represents 
a steep drop from the 1.4 million students who received corporal punishment 
in 1980. In spite of this trend toward the elimination of corporal punishment 
in public schools, about 5,000 children annually are beaten so badly that they 
require medical attention. Furthermore, more than 90 percent of the reported 

table 11-2 Worldwide Ban on Corporal Punishment

Except for the United States and one state in Australia, all industrialized nations have banned corporal 

punishment in schools. The following list shows a sample of the trend toward prohibiting corporal pun-

ishment that dates as far back as the 1700s.

YEAR COUNTRY YEAR COUNTRY

1783 Poland 1970 Germany

1820 Netherlands 1970 Switzerland

1845 Luxembourg 1982 Ireland

1860 Italy 1982 Greece

1867 Belgium 1986 United Kingdom*

1870 Austria 1990 New Zealand

1881 France 1990 Namibia

1890 Finland 1996 South Africa

1900 Japan 1998 American Samoa

1917 Russia 1998 Kenya

1923 Turkey 1999 Fiji

1936 Norway 1999 Zimbabwe

1949 China 2000 Zambia

1950 Portugal 2000 Thailand

1958 Sweden 2000 Trinidad and Tobago

1967 Denmark 2004 Canada

1967 Cyprus

* Includes England, Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland.

Source: National Coalition to Abolish Corporal Punishment in Schools, 2007, available at http://www.stophitting

.com/disatschool/, accessed June 25, 2007. 
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incidents of corporal punishment in schools nationwide took place in only 
10 states.39 African Americans and males are hit most often. Boys, who comprise
51 percent of the student population, receive 80 percent of the beatings admin-
istered at schools. Similarly, African Americans constitute about 17 percent of 
the students nationwide, but are hit 40 percent of the time.40 For a look at which 
states permit corporal punishment, see Figure 11-2. 
 The reasons why corporal punishment is banned vary, but they include the 
following: 

1.  It perpetuates a cycle of child abuse by teaching children to hit someone 
smaller and weaker when angry.

2.  Injuries occur. Bruises are common. Broken bones are not unusual. Chil-
dren’s deaths have occurred as a result of corporal punishment in U.S. 
schools.

3.  Corporal punishment is used much more often on poor children, racial and 
ethnic minorities, children with disabilities, and boys.

4.  Schools are the only institutions in America in which striking another per-
son is legally sanctioned. Corporal punishment is prohibited in prisons, in 
the military, and in mental hospitals.

5.  Educators and school boards may be sued when corporal punishment is 
used in their schools.

6.  Schools that use corporal punishment often have poorer academic achieve-
ment; more vandalism, truancy, pupil violence; and higher drop out rates.

For most students, the 

threat of paddling is an 

effective means of social 

control. But for some 

bullies, paddling may 

be viewed as a status 

symbol of achievement. 

Should paddling be used 

more widely? 

t h i n ka b o u t  i t

I
n Ingraham v. Wright, the Court was asked 
to decide whether school authorities have 
the right to use corporal punishment. The 

case involved James Ingraham who was a 
junior high school student in Dade County 
(Miami), Florida. Ingraham was paddled 20 
times by the school principal, Willie Wright, 
for not leaving the stage of the school audi-
torium promptly. Principal Wright hit Ingraham 
repeatedly on the buttocks with a 2-foot long 
wooden paddle. When Ingraham went home, 
his mother examined him and then took him 
to a local hospital. At the hospital, doctors 
prescribed pain pills, ice packs, and a laxa-
tive and recommended Ingraham stay home 
from school for one week.

The Court ruled that the “cruel and unusual 
punishment clause” of the Eighth Amendment

does not apply to corporal punishment in 
schools and the “due process clause” of the 
Fourteenth Amendment does not require the 
school to give students notice before punish-
ing them. The Court declared that corporal 
punishment is not “cruel and unusual” punish-
ment because it is the traditional method for 
maintaining discipline in public schools. The 
Court also argued that the punishment must 
be reasonable and that if the punishment is 
extreme, criminal charges may be brought 
against the offender. In other words, school 
authorities may hit children, but the extent of 
the punishment cannot be excessive. 

Source: Ingraham v. Wright, 439 U. S. 651 (1977).

Ingraham v. Wright
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7.  Corporal punishment is often not used as a last resort. It is often the fi rst 
resort for minor misbehaviors.

8.  Alternatives to corporal punishment, such as time-out, losing recess, and 
calling parents, have proven their worth. Alternatives teach children to be 
self-disciplined rather than cooperative only because of fear.

Research examining the effect of corporal punishment on children has found 
that it may lead to more serious problems for the juvenile, the school, and other 
students through increased aggression and depression.41 Andrew Grogan-Kaylor 
found that children who are paddled have an earlier onset of antisocial behav-
ior, which often portends a variety of behavioral problems. In addition, the ef-
fects of corporal punishment on delinquency appear to be longer lasting among 
boys than girls.42 Emily Douglas and Murray Straus explored the experience of 
corporal punishment as a child as it related to adult dating behavior. Using a 
sample of 9,549 students in 26 universities in 19 countries, they found that be-
ing spanked as a child exerted an independent effect on assault in adult dating 
behavior. Adults who were paddled as children, in other words, are more likely 
to use violence in romantic relationships when they are at university.43 
 In the United States, there is currently a nationwide movement to prohibit 
corporal punishment in public schools. (Private schools are not affected by state 
and federal laws on corporal punishment.) More than 40 professional organi-
zations including the American Academy of Pediatrics, American Bar Associa-
tion, American Medical Association, American Psychiatric Association, and the 

figure 11-2 U.S. States Banning Corporal Punishment
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More than half of all students are
in districts with no corporal punishment

Source: Adapted from the National Coalition to Abolish Capital Punishment, 2006, available at www.stophitting

.com/disatschool/, accessed June 27, 2007.
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National Education Association oppose corporal punishment, but these groups 
face stiff opposition and an unsympathetic public. In a national opinion poll, 
48 percent of the respondents answered yes when asked: “Do you agree with 
teachers being allowed to infl ict corporal punishment?”; about 44 percent of the 
sample said no; and 8 percent voiced “no opinion.” Nevertheless, the movement 
to end corporal punishment in public schools continues to move forward (see 
Table 11-3).44

 Does corporal punishment deter unwanted behavior? No widespread deter-
rent effects of corporal punishment have been found whether the spanking or 
paddling was administered by parents or teachers. Instead, the effects of corpo-
ral punishment are a range of physical, psychological, emotional, and behavioral 
problems.45 Ralph Welsh found that corporal punishment produces fear and an-
ger in students. When the fear subsides, the anger remains. Angry students are 
more likely to strike out at whomever and whatever they blame for their pain and 
suffering.46

Searches and Seizures

School offi cials may search students and their lockers without consent. This 
may seem to violate the Fourth Amendment, but it does not. The standard is 
lowered for searches in schools to protect and maintain a proper educational en-
vironment for all students. This was the decision reached in Thompson v. Car-
thage School District. Ramone Lea was expelled from Carthage High School 
after school offi cials found crack cocaine in his coat pocket while looking for 
guns and knives reported to be on school grounds. The district court awarded 
$10,000 to Lea in damages for “wrongful expulsion” because the search had 
violated his Fourth Amendment rights. The Carthage School District appealed 
the ruling to the U.S. Court of Appeals, which concluded that under the circum-
stances the search was constitutionally reasonable.47

table 11-3 Corporal Punishment in U.S. Public Schools, 2005

In 2005 in the United States, 301,016 students were recipients of corporal punishment. Today, 

29 states and the District of Columbia have banned corporal punishment (Ohio and Utah have limited 

bans). Data on the remaining 21 states are listed below.

STATE NUMBER OF STUDENTS HIT STATE NUMBER OF STUDENTS HIT

Alabama 37,390 Mississippi 45,197

Arizona 64 Missouri 6,875

Arkansas 34,113 New Mexico 1,119

Colorado 71 North Carolina 4,866

Florida 9,223 Ohio 621

Georgia 25,189 Oklahoma 17,046

Idaho 7 South Carolina 2,781

Indiana 1,605 Tennessee 37,419

Kansas 46 Texas 57,817

Kentucky 2,846 Wyoming 2

Louisiana 7,200

Source: National Coalition to Abolish Corporal Punishment in Schools, 2006, available at www.stophitting.com/

disatschool/, accessed June 26, 2007.

Should schools use dogs 

to search for contraband 

such as explosives 

and drugs? Are such 

measures unnecessary 

forms of social control 

or viable steps toward 

preventing delinquency? 

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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 School offi cials may also search student lockers because the school is the 
rightful owner of both the locks and lockers. Students in effect “borrow” them 
to store clothes, schoolbooks, supplies, and personal items necessary for school. 
Lockers cannot be used to store items that interfere with any school purpose. 
Therefore, lockers and their contents are subject to search to ensure they are be-
ing properly used.
 A search of all lockers is called a sweep search, which can be ordered when-
ever a principal believes an inspection of lockers is necessary for many reasons 
that include:

1. Interference with a school purpose or an educational function.

2. Physical injuries or illness.

3. Damage to property.

4. Violation of state law or school rules.

5. Disposal of confi scated contraband.

6. Involvement of law enforcement offi cials.

7. Locker cleaning.

 Contrary to the probable cause requirement of the Fourth Amendment, the 
decision to search lockers is based on the less-restrictive notion of reasonable-
ness and school offi cials’ interpretation of what reasonableness is. The “reason-
able suspicion doctrine” was applied in 1985 in New Jersey v. T.L.O., when the 
Court ruled that school offi cials can conduct warrantless searches of individuals 
at school on the basis of reasonable suspicion (see Box 11-5).48

I
n New Jersey v. T.L.O. the Court was asked 
to decide whether the state of New Jersey 
and its agent, the assistant vice-principal, 

violated T.L.O.’s Fourth Amendment right of 
protection from “unreasonable search,” her 
Fifth Amendment right of protection from self-
incrimination, and her right to due process 
as provided in the Fourteenth Amendment. In 
1980 a teacher at Piscataway High School, 
New Jersey, discovered two girls smoking in 
the lavatory. Since smoking was a violation of 
a school rule, the two students, T.L.O. and a 
companion, were taken to the principal’s of-
fi ce. There they met with the assistant vice-
principal who demanded to see T.L.O.’s purse. 
Upon opening the purse, he found cigarettes 
and a cigarette rolling paper. He proceeded 
to look through the purse and found mari-
juana and drug paraphernalia, money, lists of 

names, and two letters that implicated her in 
drug dealing. T.L.O. argued that the search of 
her purse was unconstitutional.

The Court decided in favor of the school 
and its assistant vice-principal. The Court rea-
soned that to maintain discipline in school, 
school offi cials who have “reasonable sus-
picion” that a student has done something 
wrong can conduct a reasonable search of 
the suspicious student. A school’s main ob-
jective is to educate students in a legal, safe 
learning environment. Police need “probable 
cause,” a higher standard, to search people, 
places, and things. School offi cials, unlike 
the police, need only reasonable suspicion to 
search students when they suspect unlawful 
conduct.

Source: New Jersey v. T.L.O., 469 U. S. 325 (1985).

New Jersey v. T.L.O.
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 The decision in T.L.O. was affi rmed in 1995 in Vernonia School District 
47J v. Acton. In Acton the Court held that students participating in school ath-
letic activities must submit upon request to an involuntary drug test. The Acton 
ruling thus allows schools to “seize” the urine of particular students to “search 
for” chemical traces of unlawful drugs, without any evidence of grounds for sus-
picion that drug testing is warranted (see Box 11-6). The Court’s ruling in Acton 
was expanded in 2002 in Board of Education of Independent School District 
No. 92 of Pottawatomie County et al. v. Earls et al., a case involving the legiti-
macy of a school district’s drug testing policy. In Earls the Court decided that a 
school could require students to submit to a urinalysis for illegal drugs prior to 
participating in any competitive extracurricular activities such as the Academic 
team, Future Farmers of America, Future Homemakers of America, band, choir, 
pom pom, cheerleading, as well as athletics. In spite of efforts by the Court and 
school districts across the nation to thwart illegal drug use, research examin-
ing whether the relationship between a school having a drug testing policy and 
self-reported student drug use has found no relationship between them. As far 
as student drug use is concerned, it makes no difference whether a school has a 
drug testing policy in place or not.49

Free Speech

No one has absolute free speech. The guarantee of free speech in the First 
Amendment is a relative one, and no one can say what they want, when they 
want, wherever they want, without consequence. But even though the free 
speech students have in schools is more restricted than the free speech of adults, 
it is not entirely restricted (see Box 11-7).
 One early Supreme Court ruling on the free speech of students was issued in 
1943, in West Virginia State Board of Education v. Barnette. The Court held 
that the free speech rights of students were violated when they were required to 
salute the fl ag while reciting the Pledge of Allegiance (see Box 11-7).50

T
he issue before the Court in Vernonia v. 
Acton is whether drug testing of student 
athletes violates their protection against 

unreasonable search and seizure provided 
in the Fourteenth Amendment? The Vernonia 
school district in Oregon, concerned about 
the drug problem among athletes and stu-
dents in their community, sought to reduce 
the problem by creating a student-athlete 
drug policy. School offi cials worried that drug 
use by athletes might produce more risk of 
sports-related injuries. The Vernonia school 
district student-athlete drug policy authorized 

urinalysis drug testing of student athletes. 
James Acton refused the urinalysis test and 
was disallowed participation in the school’s 
junior high football program. In a 6 to 3 de-
cision, the Court reasoned that drug testing 
of student athletes was constitutional. The 
Court accepted the argument that student 
rights were lessened at school if it was nec-
essary to maintain safety and to fulfi ll the 
educational mission of the school.

Source: Vernonia v. Acton, 515 U. S. 646 (1995).

Vernonia v. Acton
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 Twenty-six years later, in 1969 in Tinker v. Des Moines Independent Com-
munity School District, the Supreme Court revisited the issue of students’ free 
expression. In Tinker several students who wore black arm bands to school in 
protest of the Vietnam War were suspended. The school argued that the arm-
bands violated the dress code policy. The Court ruled in favor of the students, 
stating that their dress “neither interrupted school activities nor sought to in-
trude in the school affairs or the lives of others.”51

T
he relationship among religion, schools, 
and students has evolved over the past 
60 years. The Supreme Court has heard 

many cases where the First Amendment of 
the Constitution is at issue. With respect to 
religion, the First Amendment states:

Congress shall make no law requiring an estab-
lishment of religion, or prohibiting the free exercise 
of religion.

The Court has been asked to establish the 
boundaries that govern the relationship 
among religion, schools, and students. Some 
of the more notable Court decisions on this 
topic are the following:

1948: In McCollum v. Board of Education, 
the Court disallowed the practice of 
having religious education take place 
in public school classrooms during the 
school day.

1962: In Engel v. Vitale, the Court ruled it 
was unconstitutional for a school to re-
quire students to recite school prayers.

1963: In Abington School District v. 
Schempp, the Court overturned a Pennsyl-
vania law that permitted the reading of 
10 verses from the Bible at the opening of 
each school day.

1968: In Epperson v. Arkansas, the Court 
found the state law prohibiting the teach-
ing of evolution to be unconstitutional.

1972: In State of Wisconsin v. Jonas 
Yoder, the Court ruled that compulsory 
schooling of Amish children beyond the 
eighth grade was a violation of the free 
exercise of religious rights.

1980: In Stone v. Graham, the Court ruled 
a Kentucky law requiring the posting of 
the Ten Commandments in each public 
school classroom in the state to be 
unconstitutional.

1985: In Wallace v. Jaffree, the Court found 
that an Alabama law requiring that each 
day begin with a one-minute period of 
“silent meditation or voluntary prayer” was 
unconstitutional.

1992: The Court ruled in Lee v. Weisman that 
the graduation prayer during a high school 
graduation was unconstitutional.

2000: In Santa Fe School District v. Doe, the 
Court held that offi cial student-led prayers 
before a high school football game was 
unconstitutional.

2002: In Zelman v. Simmons-Harris, the 
Supreme Court ruled 5–4 that a Cleveland 
program that spends large amounts of 
public money on subsidizing education at 
religious schools was constitutional. 

These rulings are based on the Court’s inter-
pretation that the First Amendment guaran-
tees the government will not coerce any per-
son to support or participate in religion or its 
exercise.

Sources: McCollum v. Board of Education, 333 U.S. 203 

(1948); Engel v. Vitale, 370 U.S. 421 (1962); Abington School 

District v. Schempp, 374 U.S. 203 (1968); Epperson v. Arkan-

sas, 393 U.S. 97 (1968); Wisconsin v. Yoder, 406 U.S. 208 

(1972); Stone v. Graham, 449 U.S. 39 (1980); Wallace v. 

Jaffree, 472 U.S. 38 (1985); Lee v. Weisman, 505 U.S. 577 

(1992); Santa Fe School District v. Doe, 168 F.3d 806 (2000); 

Zelman v. Simmons-Harris, 536 U.S. 639 (2002).

Religion, Schools, and Students
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 There are some limits on a student’s right to free expression, such as Bethel 
School District No. 403 v. Fraser, a decision in which the Court held that 
schools may prohibit vulgar and offensive language. On April 26, 1983, Mat-
thew Fraser, a student at Bethel High School in Pierce County, Washington, 
delivered the following speech nominating a fellow student for student elective 
offi ce:

I know a man who is fi rm in his pants, he’s fi rm in his shirt, his character is 
fi rm—but most of all, his belief in you, the students of Bethel, is fi rm. Jeff 
Kuhlman is a man who takes his point and pounds it in. He doesn’t attack 
things in spurts—he drives hard, pushing and pushing until fi nally he succeeds. 
Jeff is a man who will go to the very end—even the climax, for each and every 
one of you. So vote for Jeff for ASB vice-president; he’ll never come between 
you and the best our high school can be.

Approximately 600 high school students, many of whom were 14-year-olds, at-
tended the assembly. Students were required to attend the assembly or to report 
to the study hall. The assembly was part of a school-sponsored educational pro-
gram in self-government. During the entire speech, Fraser referred to his candi-
date in terms of an elaborate, graphic, and explicit sexual metaphor. 
 Two of Fraser’s teachers, with whom he discussed the contents of his speech 
in advance, informed him that the speech was “inappropriate and that he prob-
ably should not deliver it,” and that his delivery of the speech might have “severe 
consequences.” During Fraser’s delivery of the speech, a school counselor ob-
served the reaction of students to the speech. Some students hooted and yelled; 
some by gestures graphically simulated the sexual activities pointedly alluded to 
in respondent’s speech. Other students appeared to be bewildered and embar-
rassed by the speech. One teacher reported that on the day following the speech, 
she found it necessary to forgo a portion of the scheduled class lesson in order to 
discuss the speech with the class. A Bethel High School disciplinary rule prohib-
iting the use of obscene language in the school provides: 

Conduct which materially and substantially interferes with the educational pro-
cess is prohibited, including the use of obscene, profane language or gestures.

 The morning after the assembly, the Assistant Principal called Fraser into 
her offi ce and notifi ed him that the school considered his speech to have been 
a violation of this rule. Fraser was presented with copies of fi ve letters submit-
ted by teachers, describing his conduct at the assembly. He was given a chance 
to explain his conduct, and he admitted to having given the speech described 
and that he deliberately used sexual innuendo in the speech. Fraser was then 
informed that he would be suspended for 3 days, and that his name would be 
removed from the list of candidates for graduation speaker at the school’s com-
mencement exercises. 
 Fraser sought review of this disciplinary action through the School District’s 
grievance procedures. The hearing offi cer determined that the speech given by 
respondent was “indecent, lewd, and offensive to the modesty and decency of 
many of the students and faculty in attendance at the assembly.” The examiner 
determined that the speech fell within the ordinary meaning of “obscene,” as 
used in the disruptive-conduct rule and affi rmed the discipline in its entirety. 
Fraser served 2 days of his suspension and was allowed to return to school on 
the third day.52

Some people are 

uncomfortable with the 

Pledge of Allegiance 

because God is 

mentioned. Should 

schools ever provide 

students with moral and 

religious messages?

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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 Shortly after Fraser, in 1988, in Hazelwood School District v. Kuhlmeier, 
the Court decided that school administrators may regulate the content of stu-
dent publications in public schools, but only if it served an educational purpose 
(see Box 11-8). The Hazelwood case involved a disagreement between students 
and school offi cials over administrative censorship of two pages in the school’s 
student-run newspaper. (Students in private schools do not have First Amend-
ment protection against censorship by their teachers and principals, who are not 
government employees.) The topics the students had written about were impor-
tant to them: teenage pregnancy and divorce. The Court held that “censorship 
will only be prohibited in school-sponsored activities when school offi cials have 
no valid educational purpose for their action.”53

 The Court’s decision in Hazelwood was widely protested on the basis that 
it constituted an unreasonable form of censorship. Critics complained that cen-
sorship does not enhance the education of young journalism students unless the 
purpose is to teach them not to report on unpopular issues. Students across the 
United States, however, have taken it on themselves to circumvent the censor-
ship imposed upon them by Hazelwood by establishing independent student 
Web publications that are not under school control.54 
 On June 25, 2007, in Morse v. Frederick, the Supreme Court held that the 
First Amendment was not violated when school offi cials suspended students 

I
n Hazelwood v. Kuhlmeier the Court was 
asked to decide whether the school district 
violated the freedom of expression right of 

the First Amendment by regulating the con-
tent of its school newspaper. Kathy Kuhlmeier 
and two other journalism students wrote 
articles on pregnancy and divorce for their 
school newspaper. Their teacher submitted 
page proofs to the principal for approval. The 
principal objected to the articles because he 
felt that the students described in the article 
on pregnancy, although not named, could be 
identifi ed, and the father discussed in the ar-
ticle on divorce was not allowed to respond to 
the derogatory article. The principal also said 
that the language used was not appropriate 
for younger students. When the newspaper 
was printed, two pages containing the articles 
in question as well as four other articles ap-
proved by the principal were deleted. 

The Court held that the Hazelwood School 
District did not violate the First Amendment 

right of the students. The Court ruled that 
although schools may not limit the personal 
expression of students that happens to oc-
cur on school grounds (Tinker v. Des Moines, 
393 U.S. 503 [1969]), they do not have to 
promote student speech that they do not 
agree with. This decision gave schools the 
power to censor activities such as school 
plays and school newspapers as long as the 
school fi nances the activities and there are 
grounds for the censorship. The Court said 
in Tinker that in order to censor a student’s 
expression, the expression must substantially 
disrupt the school’s educational process, or 
impinge upon the rights of others. This case 
broadened that guideline to include censor-
ship of unprofessional, ungrammatical or ob-
scene speech, or speech that goes against 
the fundamental purpose of a school.

Source: Hazelwood School District v. Kuhlmeier, 484 U.S. 260 

(1988).

Hazelwood School District v. Kuhlmeier
F R O M  T H E  B E N C Hb o x  1 1 - 8
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for displaying a banner that stated “Bong Hits 4 Jesus” because schools are 
entrusted to protect students from harmful language, including language that 
appears to promote substance use. Chief Justice John Roberts delivered the 
opinion of the Court in a narrow 5-4 ruling.55

EXPLANATIONS OF SCHOOL DELINQUENCY

Schools in the United States face a wide range of problems. There is violence and 
bullying, and some students bring weapons to school. Rules and laws generally 
have been ineffectual at controlling the utter chaos found in some schools. What 
explains school delinquency and disruption? Why do some children behave badly 
in school? Why might children act violently toward their classmates and teach-
ers? We will examine three theories that attempt to answer these questions. 

Loss of Teacher Authority

Paul Copperman developed a theory of delinquency that blames school crime on 
the loss of teacher authority, which is primarily the result of “open” classrooms 
established in the late 1960s. In open classrooms (1) children are permitted to 
study the things that interest them, virtually whenever they want to do so; (2) a 
wide variety of learning activities are to be made available to students within the 
classrooms; (3) during their learning activities children may move freely around 
the classroom, interacting with other students as they desire; and (4) the teacher 
is to behave in a democratic, nonmanipulative, warm, and respectful way to-
ward the students, providing them with pleasant and enjoyable educational ex-
periences. The open-education movement has spawned fl exible scheduling, more 
electives, and lighter course loads, but in many instances such freedoms are 
detrimental to learning. Flexible scheduling gives students more periods during 
which they have no classes to attend. Teachers who see students in the hallways 
cannot know whether the children are legitimately unscheduled or are just skip-
ping class. Teachers tend to give such students the benefi t of the doubt, and stu-
dents take advantage of this confusion to cut more classes.
 Furthermore, Copperman argues that many students today can choose not 
only their electives but also the teachers who will conduct their required classes. 
Teachers, accordingly, are put in a diffi cult position. Without wishing to sac-
rifi ce quality, they realize they must get a reasonably large number of students 
to take and like their courses if they are to remain employed. Students tend to 
like courses that are entertaining and easy. This situation generates a popular-
ity contest among teachers in which one of the ways to win is to infl ate grades. 
If one teacher infl ates grades, others are almost forced to follow. As a result of 
such pressure, standards for students are relaxed. With life so easy, students are 
more likely to become lazy and unmotivated. Poor study habits present no worry 
because the students will receive good grades anyway. As teacher expectations 
decrease, students work less and learn less, and their skills erode.56 
 This lack of control makes it easier for students to get away with deviant be-
havior, such as drug use, violence, and vandalism. If there is a great deal of free 
time and teachers are reluctant to intervene, delinquent and disruptive behaviors 
are likely to increase. For instance, Michael Turner and his colleagues found 
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that well-run, traditional schools instilled self-control in children, which not 
only inhibited their delinquency but also enhanced their school performance. 
However, schools in the most disadvantaged neighborhoods where there has 
been the greatest loss of teacher authority failed to foster self-control in students 
and, as such, the students suffered.57 
 Gary Gottfredson, Denise Gottfredson, and their colleagues developed 
the idea of communal school organization, which in many ways refl ects more 
traditional school discipline unlike the open classrooms described by Copper-
man. Communal school organization exists when teachers have shared values 
and expectations of learning and appropriate student behavior. Communally or-
ganized schools have activities designed to foster meaningful social and learning 
interactions among students to link them to school traditions. In short, commu-
nally run schools empower students, while teachers and administrators remain 
clearly in control. The results are positive. Based on a national survey of 254 
high schools, they found that communal school organization reduces school dis-
order, student delinquency, and victimization of both teachers and students.58 
 James Coleman conducted a nationwide survey of nearly 60,000 students 
from more than 1,000 high schools. Much of Coleman’s work compared pub-
lic and private school students. Coleman points out that students’ scholastic 
achievement is much higher in private schools primarily because of fi rm teacher 
control:

First, given the same type of student . . . private schools create higher rates 
of engagement in academic activities. School attendance is better, students do 
more homework, and students generally take more rigorous subjects. . . . The 
indication is that more extensive academic demands are made in the private 
schools, leading to more advanced courses and thus to greater achievement. 
This is a somewhat obvious conclusion, and the statistical evidence supports 
it. Second, student behavior in a school has strong and consistent effects on 
student achievement. . . . [The] greatest differences in achievement between 
private and public schools are accounted for by school-level behavior variables 
(that is, the incidence of fi ghts, students threatening teachers, and so forth).59

 Private schools have fewer behavior problems most likely because they are 
selective in whom they admit, whereas public schools are required by law to 
accept any student regardless of any behavioral problems he or she may bring. 
Indeed, “the average public high school is outside the whole range of Catholic 
schools in the direction of more behavior problems.”60 Coleman believes that pri-
vate schools have fewer behavior problems because of their disciplinary climate. 
Three-fourths of the private school students he interviewed said discipline in 
their school was strict and effective; only 40 percent of the public school students 
said the same about their schools. Because of higher standards of discipline in 
private schools, behavior problems such as absenteeism, cutting classes, threats 
to teachers, and fi ghts among students are fewer. Although private schools were 
clearly superior to public schools during Coleman’s era, this may no longer be 
true, at least in terms of academic achievement. The U.S. Department of Educa-
tion reported in 2006 that independently run, publicly fi nanced charter schools 
perform no better than comparable public schools. In fact, students in public 
schools perform slightly better in math and reading at the fourth- and eighth-
grade levels.61 Overall, poorly controlled and supervised schools where teachers 
have lost control obviously jeopardize school safety and create opportunities for 
delinquency to thrive.62 
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Tracking

Some criminologists have singled out tracking or ability grouping as a cause 
of delinquency. Tracking is the grouping of students into curricular categories, 
such as the college-preparatory, general, vocational, business, agricultural, and 
remedial tracks. Students in the college-preparatory track usually take a foreign 
language, algebra or some other form of advanced mathematics, and a science 
course during their freshman year in high school. Students in other tracks take 
different courses. Segregation and differentiation, therefore, begin very early in 
students’ high school careers. The philosophy of tracking is to make classes as 
academically homogeneous as possible. Students who achieve at the same level 
could work at the same pace, proceeding rapidly and uniformly through the 
material under the supervision of the teacher. Students who were slower would 
not hold up high-ability students, and low-ability students could receive special-
ized instruction that might make it possible for them to catch up with their peers 
later on. 
 Teachers and guidance counselors decide what track a student will be placed 
in. Research has found that decisions regarding what track to place students in 
do not rest entirely on their academic abilities. The higher the family income 
of students, the more likely they will be placed in higher ability groups or the 
college-preparatory track. Conversely, students from low-income families are 
more likely to be placed in the vocational track or in the low-ability group. In 
1949 August Hollingshead published Elmstown Youth, which is the fi rst major 
study on the topic. He divided the population of Elmstown into fi ve social classes 
at Elmstown High School where there were three tracks of study: college prepara-
tory, general, and commercial. Hollingshead examined the social class of students 
in each track. Nearly two-thirds of students from upper- and upper-middle-class 
families were in the college-preparatory track. More than half of the middle-
class and lower-middle-class students were in the general track with a large 
proportion in the commercial track and many fewer in the college-preparatory
track. Lower-class students were overwhelmingly in the commercial and general 
tracks; only 4 percent were in the college-preparatory track.63 
 Sometimes teachers expect less from lower-class students. Perhaps the best-
known study examining teacher expectations and student performance is Robert 
Rosenthal and Lenore Jacobson’s Pygmalion in the Classroom.64 The research-
ers gave students a standard intelligence test. Next, teachers were provided with 
the names of students the researchers called “late bloomers” and were told to 
expect a sudden burst of learning from them. What the teachers did not know 
was the names of the “late bloomers” were selected randomly from the class. 
One year later the intelligence tests were readministered. The scores of the later 
bloomers were compared with those of the other students who received scores on 
the original test similar to the group of supposed late bloomers. The researcher 
found that students who were identifi ed to teachers as late bloomers made sig-
nifi cant gains on their intelligence test scores when compared to the group of 
“ordinary” students. The principal inference of Rosenthal and Jacobson’s study 
is that teacher expectations make a strong difference in the educational achieve-
ment of children. To the extent teachers expect children from poor families to 
fail or to struggle in school, there exists a major barrier to what these students 
might be capable of achieving. Interestingly, these effects are nearly identical to 
the effects of labeling children as delinquent in that the label may become a self-
fulfi lling prophecy. 
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 Students certainly do have different academic abilities; however, there is a 
negative side of tracking—it might be discriminatory. The labels students are as-
signed are important because they may turn out to be irreversible: once assigned 
to a particular track, a student has little chance of ever being reassigned. Going 
from a non-college-preparatory track to a college-preparatory track, for instance, 
is diffi cult because schools establish prerequisites. For example, freshman algebra 
must be taken before a student can take sophomore geometry.65 Walter Schafer 
and Carol Olexa have discovered that only 7 percent of students switch from a 
college-preparatory track to a non-college track, or vice versa. Furthermore, the 
tracks students occupy infl uence their future careers, determining their associ-
ates in and out of school, their grades, their participation in extracurricular ac-
tivities, and their self-esteem. Tracking also affects their attitudes toward school, 
their chances of failing, their attendance, and their involvement in delinquency 
inside and outside a school setting.66 Karen Randolph and her colleagues report 
that the experience of being held back to repeat fi rst grade produces an array of 
educational defi cits throughout children’s school career. A school track that in-
cludes “fl unking” fi rst grade is very diffi cult to overcome.67

 Also important is the connection between track position and delinquency. 
Delos Kelly correlated track position, sex, and social class with self-reports of 
delinquency and surprisingly found delinquency was more closely associated 
with track position than with sex and social class. Students on the lower tracks 
were more likely to be involved in gang fi ghting, smoking, and school expul-
sion.68 Adam Gamoran and Robert Mare found some support for Kelly in their 
study of high school sophomores. They discovered that a student’s track posi-
tion was related to the probability of high school graduation and, conversely, to 
the likelihood of dropping out. They suggest that tracking assignments in school 
reinforced preexisting inequalities in achievement among students from different 
socioeconomic backgrounds.69 Tracking might also serve as a proxy for other 
variables that are related to delinquency. Eric Stewart used data from the Na-
tional Educational Longitudinal Study, which contains nearly 11,000 students 
from 528 high schools, and found that students who have strong school bonds 
are less involved in delinquency. In this sense, different school tracks refl ect real 
scholastic and behavioral differences between children.70 Some juveniles take 
school seriously and do not have time for delinquency; for others delinquency 
is the priority. Richard Felson and Jeremy Staff suggest that tracking does not 
refl ect social class, IQ, or academic skills, but self-control. Tracking is organized 
according to students’ abilities to defer gratifi cation and display diligence, tenac-
ity, and persistence in performing school work. Felson and Staff found that a 
child’s self-control was the best predictor of his or her delinquency both inside 
and outside of school.71 
 But not all research fi nds that tracking is harmful or discriminatory. First, 
if students with equal academic ability are compared, the track they enter is not 
signifi cantly affected by their social class background.72 Second, students do not 
always know what track they are in. Both students and staff are often unsure 
what the tracks are.73 Students in the non-college-preparatory track are most 
likely to misperceive their track and think they are in the college-preparatory 
track. Far from feeling stigmatized and frustrated, these students are unrealisti-
cally optimistic. Third, the college-preparatory track is becoming less popular as 
more students opt for general and vocational tracks, and many of them will still 
be able to enter college.74 These fi ndings appear to contradict tracking theory, 
which claims that tracking is prejudiced against particular groups of students. 
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 Michael Wiatrowski and his associates reached a similar conclusion after 
looking at a national sample of 500 white males in high school and then fol-
lowing them for several years. They found no relationship between a student’s 
track and (1) delinquency among tenth-graders, (2) delinquency among seniors, 
(3) extent of delinquency one year after high school, or (4) seriousness of de-
linquency one year after high school.75 In a review of the study by Wiatrowski 
and his colleagues, Kenneth Polk agreed that it showed tracking to be less im-
portant that tracking theorists claim. However, Polk found that other school 
factors were important in producing delinquency. He examined the relation-
ship between school performance (measured by high school grades) and adult 
criminality. The four groups compared were (1) youths with a high grade point 
average (GPA) and a record of delinquency, (2) youths with a high GPA and no 
record of delinquency, (3) youths with a low GPA and a delinquency record, and 
(4) youths with a low GPA and no delinquency record. When Polk looked at the 
adult lives of these people, he discovered, as expected, that those who had been 
delinquent as youths were more likely to be criminals as adults. But grades also 
made a difference in adult life. Students with low GPA, but no record of delin-
quency, were almost as likely to become adult criminals (40 percent), as were 
students with a delinquency record and a high GPA (50 percent). Polk’s fi ndings 
suggest that high school grades have a long-term effect on social behavior.76 

Social Reproduction and Resistance

Social reproduction theory contends that schools reproduce the social class 
structure of society for the benefi t of the economic elite. As schools perpetu-
ate inequality, some students react by turning to delinquency. In Schooling in 
Capitalist America, Samuel Bowles and Herbert Gintis contend that the pub-
lic school is the vehicle society uses to transmit existing social class differences 
among children into differential occupation and income opportunities. Schools 
are able to do this by instructing children differently depending on their so-
cial class backgrounds. For instance, schools with a high proportion of children 
from low-income families are more authoritarian and require more conformity 
to school rules than schools with a high percentage of youths from high-income 
families. Often lower-class children are educated to fi ll low-paying jobs that do 
not require much independent thinking and decision making. The reverse is true 
for upper-class children. The schools they attend socialize them to be bosses and 
creative and critical thinkers.77 
 One problem with this line of theorizing has been pointed out by Henry 
Giroux in Theory of Resistance. He claims that it assumes children are passive 
recipients of outside forces who are easily manipulated by school authorities.78 
Nearly every teacher knows this is not true; students are not easily controlled 
and manipulated. An ever-increasing complaint among teachers is the growing 
willingness of some students to challenge teachers’ authority. Many students 
balk at blindly following teacher instructions and go out of their way to make 
life diffi cult for teachers. Some students have an agenda regarding their own 
lives that may have very little to do with the goals of the school, and students 
might resist the plans teachers and school administrators have made for them. 
Some students, in other words, have constructed an oppositional culture to the 
goals of the teacher and the school. In Ain’t No Makin’ It, Jay MacLeod de-
scribes how entrenched the oppositional culture is in the inner-cities of America 
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and that schools are viewed not as opportunities for advancement but instead as 
a waste of time.79 
 Paul Willis tested a similar idea with a group of students with working-class 
backgrounds who attended an all-male comprehensive high school in an indus-
trial area of England. The students learned to manipulate the school environ-
ment to make sure they always “had a good time.” They established a peer cul-
ture that was antisocial and one that differed sharply from students they called 
the “ear-’oles,” who in their opinion did nothing but sit and listen in school, 
conforming to school authority and expectations. The working-class students 
resented both the ear-’oles and the authority of the school. For them, the school 
was out-of-touch with the “real world” and had little to offer them in prepara-
tion for the life they would enter as adults. These students reacted by taking ev-
ery opportunity to play pranks on the school offi cials, teachers, and ear-’oles, as 
their culture rejected the notion of upward mobility coming through schooling 
and the value of learning. Willis portrays their “opposition culture” as prepara-
tion for the generalized labor force these students would enter. The pranks they 
played in school were similar to the pranks they will play on the shop fl oor. The 
peer culture they developed was comparable to the culture of their fathers at 
work and the cultures they will experience when they enter the workforce. The 
students Willis studied created an antischool culture that played a determining 
role in ensuring the perpetuation of their working-class status. In his account, the 
culture of the school was in confl ict with the culture of the students. Sometimes 
this confl ict manifests itself in the form of school violence and delinquency.80 
 A generation later, Willis’ theory is still relevant. Elizabeth Stearns and Eliz-
abeth Glennie examined data from all public high schools in North Carolina 
to explore why dropouts leave school. For younger adolescents, dropping out is 
usually for disciplinary reasons. However, among students age 16 and older, the 
decision to leave school was driven by work and family responsibilities that con-
fl icted with school demands. Lower-class youths felt “locked into” their social 
class position and believed that completing school would not appreciably improve 
their position.81 Similarly, Roslyn Caldwell and her colleagues found that some 
African American students who live in disadvantaged communities perceive that 
their future is uncertain because of violence in their neighborhoods. Students 
with a sense of fatalism and uncertainty about the future were more likely to be 
delinquent and have behavioral problems in school. However, students living in 
the same neighborhoods who had a longer time horizon and could picture them-
selves going to college, getting married, and successfully transitioning into adult 
roles had no behavioral problems.82 In other words, expectations of a lower-
class position directly infl uenced school performance and delinquency. 
 Many criminologists have found that students who reject school in opposi-
tion to mainstream culture face a host of problems. Timothy Brezina and his 
colleagues found that students who harbor excessive anger against teachers, 
students, and school generally are at risk for delinquency and victimization in 
school.83 Students who resist the social reproduction that occurs in schools face 
risk of social exclusion and isolation. Derek Kreager studied a national sample 
of youths and found that students who were socially isolated often had negative 
peer relationships and were prone to delinquency.84 Priscilla Coleman and Caro-
line Byrd explored the correlates of school victimization and discovered that 
the most popular students, often those who are wealthiest and socially advan-
taged, had the lowest likelihood of being victimized at school. Consistent with 
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the theory, affl uent students could afford a comfortable and safe school experi-
ence whereas disadvantaged students faced a more diffi cult and often dangerous 
school experience.85

PREVENTING SCHOOL VIOLENCE

In the wake of highly-publicized school shootings in the late twentieth and 
early twenty-fi rst centuries, schools around the country started to implement 
zero-tolerance measures to prevent future school violence (see Box 11-9). Many 
schools now apply zero-tolerance to any threatening behavior, sexual harass-
ment, cigarette smoking, and possession of over-the-counter medications. Potts-
grove High School, just outside Philadelphia, prohibited students from driving 
cars to school because students might hide bombs or weapons in the trunks of 
their cars and banned water bottles, soda cans, and book bags unless they are 
made of mesh or clear plastic. 
 One Houston school required students to enter school through a metal de-
tector, while another Houston school suspended two third-grade boys for poss-
essing a small pocket-knife even though no one was threatened or hurt. In India-
napolis, a 14-year-old boy was arrested after school offi cials heard a rumor that 
the boy planned to bring a gun to school the next day. Other schools have sus-
pended students for drawing pictures of guns or for turning in creative writing 
assignments that were too violent. A growing number of schools have dropped 
dodge ball from their gym classes and playgrounds after it came under attack by 
some women’s groups who argued that it fostered aggression and future violence 
among players. 
 Unfortunately, zero-tolerance policies take away from school administra-
tors the need to use commonsense and discretion to distinguish between genuine 
threats to school safety and innocent mistakes. If students are needlessly being 
suspended, then the policies appear to be backfi ring.86 In addition, few of these 
measures are likely to prevent school violence and might even exacerbate school 
violence if zero-tolerance policies are unevenly applied. African American and 
male students are more likely to be suspended or expelled from school than girls 
and white children. Even among students of similar economic and social back-
grounds, African Americans are disciplined at a higher rate than whites in the 
same school. In addition research examining the effectiveness of zero-tolerance 
policies has reported that schools with zero-tolerance policies are no more or-
derly and secure than are schools that evaluate behavior problems on a case-by-
case basis.87 
 Some school antiviolence programs attempt to reduce school-related risk fac-
tors, such as academic failure, low self-esteem, low commitment to school, and 
problematic peer relationships, by targeting classroom organization, manage-
ment practices, and instructional strategies. Many of the more promising pro-
grams include reductions in class size, nongraded elementary schools, tutoring, 
computer-assisted instruction, interactive teaching, and cooperative learning.88 
For school-based interventions to be most effective, they need to start early in 
the school career, such as elementary school. Many schools have installed early 
truancy initiatives that aim to reduce chronic absenteeism among children in 
fi rst through sixth grades. Cynthia McCluskey and her colleagues evaluated an 
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S
everal horrifi c juvenile crimes have 
heightened the public’s concerns regard-
ing how juveniles should be treated. In 

response to such crimes, many public schools 
throughout the nation created “zero-tolerance” 
with respect to questionable student behav-
ior, as well as guns and drugs. Under zero-
tolerance policies, when school authorities 
perceive a child to be violating a school rule 
or law, they remove him or her from school by 
suspension or expulsion. In essence, these 
policies allow for no margin of error, even the 
most minor student infraction is subject to im-
mediate school discipline. Many of these poli-
cies apply harsh penalties to innocuous con-
duct. Some critics of zero-tolerance policies 
believe they are the result of an attitude of 
“hyper-vigilance.” Many of the decisions local 
school boards have made are criticized for be-
ing “by-the-book,” without taking into account 
the particular circumstances of individual stu-
dents or incidents. These “one-size-fi ts-all” 
approaches may severely punish students 
for violating the letter—but not the spirit—of 
such policies.

Nationally, several prominent incidents 
highlighted extreme decisions by school offi -
cials, including students who were subject to 
disciplinary action for bringing Advil to school, 
bringing a water pistol to school, or taking a 
slurp of Listerine (which is 22 percent alcohol) 
during school hours. A junior high school stu-
dent from Belle, West Virginia, who gave a zinc 
cough lozenge to a classmate was suspended 
for three days. A kindergarten boy in Newport 
News, Virginia, was suspended for bringing a 
beeper on a class trip. A 9-year-old boy from 
Manassas, Virginia, was suspended for one 
day for giving breath mints to a classmate. A 
13-year-old boy, who was an honor student, 
from Fairborn, Ohio, received an 80-day sus-
pension for bringing ibuprofen to class, a disci-
plinary action that later was reduced to 3 days.
A 6-year-old boy from Madison, North Caro-
lina, who kissed a girl on the cheek, was 
given a 1-day suspension. An 11-year-old girl 
from Columbia, South Carolina, was arrested 
and suspended for having a steak knife in her 
lunchbox to cut chicken she had brought to 
school to eat. A 10-year-old boy was expelled 

for bringing a one-inch plastic knife to school. 
An 8-year-old girl from Alexandria, Louisiana, 
was expelled for bringing to school a one-inch 
pocketknife that was attached to her grandfa-
ther’s pocket watch chain.

These stories prompted some reviews 
of zero-tolerance policies to look at whether 
there are racial disparities in the application 
of school discipline. A Michigan study found 
that while 40 percent of the students in the 
districts surveyed were African American, 
they accounted for 64 percent of school ex-
pulsions. A Seattle study found similar racial 
disparities. A national report, referring to zero-
tolerance policies as a form of “racial profi ling 
in schools,” pointed out that African American 
students comprised 17 percent of the student 
population nationally, but 33 percent of those 
suspended. Over the last 25 years, studies 
have shown that minority students are sus-
pended at a rate two to three times that of 
white students.

The many stories of excessive and inappro-
priate use of suspension and expulsion, as 
well as concerns about disparate impact of 
school discipline on minority youths, have led 
to a national backlash against zero-tolerance 
policies. For example, the American Bar As-
sociation recently voted to oppose zero-toler-
ance policies that have a discriminatory effect 
or that mandate either expulsion or referral of 
students to juvenile or criminal court, without 
regard to the circumstances or nature of the 
offense or the student’s history. Similar reso-
lutions have been approved by bar associa-
tions in a number of states. Although created 
with honest intentions, zero-tolerance policies 
have in many ways created more problems 
than they have solved.

Sources: David Richart, Kim Brooks, Mark Soler, Unintended 

Consequences: The Impact of “Zero Tolerance” and Other Ex-

clusionary Policies on Kentucky Students, 2003, available at 

http://www.buildingblocksforyouth.org, accessed May 3, 

2007; Margaret Tebo, “Zero Tolerance, Zero Sense,” ABA 

Journal 86:40–48 (2000); Erin Hickey, “Zero Tolerance for 

Policies Depriving Children of Education: A Comment on Zero 

Tolerance Policies,” Children’s Legal Rights Journal 24:18–25 

(2004); Jeanne Stinchcomb, Gordon Bazemore, and Nancy 

Riestenberg, “Beyond Zero Tolerance: Restoring Justice in 

Secondary Schools,” Youth Violence and Juvenile Justice 

4:123–147 (2006).

Zero-Tolerance in Public Schools
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early truancy initiative in three elementary schools that were located in a lower-
income area and where a signifi cant proportion of students missed more than 
30 days of school per year. The program entailed a letter to parents and a home 
visit from a school attendance offi cer. These simple procedures reduced absen-
teeism at the schools even among students who had been chronically absent.89 
If children are spending more time in school, it stands to reason that other edu-
cational outcomes will also improve. Other programs target chronic truants us-
ing police–school partnerships. A recent evaluation by Michael White and his 
colleagues found that police–school partnerships produce modest academic ben-
efi ts for chronic truants; however, they do reduce school behavioral problems. 
Also, the partnerships help connect at-risk youths with appropriate social ser-
vice and juvenile justice agencies.90 
 Other school programs focus primarily on in-school counseling and behav-
ior modifi cation. This approach involves group counseling, the use of time-out 
rooms, interpersonal and problem-solving skills training, moral education, value 
clarifi cation, peer counseling, and intervention in the opening moves of escalat-
ing confl icts.91 The National Resource Center for Safe Schools recommends a 
number of components be considered in planning for safe schools. These include 
developing emergency response planning, creating a positive school climate and 
culture, ensuring quality facilities and technology, and instituting links with 
mental health social services.92 
 Still other programs emphasize control. Control-oriented programs likely 
entail measures such as closing off isolated areas, increasing staff supervision, 
installing electronic monitoring for weapons detection, removing tempting van-
dalism targets, requiring students to wear only see-through backpacks, and us-
ing police or private security personnel for patrol, crowd control, investigation 
of criminal activities, and intelligence gathering.93 A promising control-based 
program is a School Resource Offi cer Program, where a police offi cer works 
within the school to perform a variety of specialized duties. According to Peter 
Finn, school resource offi cer programs provide four important benefi ts for po-
lice: (1) they reduce the workload of traditional patrol offi cers, (2) they improve 
adolescent and student perceptions of police offi cers, (3) they create and main-
tain positive relationships between law enforcement agencies and schools, and 
(4) they enhance the agency’s reputation in the community. They also benefi t 
schools because of improved school safety, improved police response time to 
problems, and improved perceptions of school safety.94 
 Targeted violence in schools, or incidents in which the attacker has targeted 
particular persons or groups, may not be amenable to general prevention pro-
grams. An intensive study of 37 school shootings, involving 41 attackers, was 
conducted by the U.S. Secret Service National Threat Assessment Center. The 
study found:

•  Incidents of targeted violence at school are rarely impulsive. The attacks 
are typically the end result of an understandable and often discernible pro-
cess of thinking and behavior.

•  Prior to most incidents, the attacker told someone about his or her idea 
and/or plan.

• There is no accurate or useful profi le of “the school shooter.”

• Most attackers had previously used guns and had access to them.

•  Most shooting incidents were not resolved by law enforcement intervention.
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• In many cases, other students were involved in some capacity.

•  Most attackers engaged in some behavior, prior to the incident, that caused 
others concern or indicated a need for help. 

Implications for prevention of targeted school violence refl ect a number of is-
sues. For example, because the typical student engaged in school violence did 
not “just snap,” it may be possible to gather information about intent and plan-
ning before the incident. It is also helpful to distinguish between making a 
threat and posing a threat; adults should attend to concerns that someone poses 
a threat. Because profi ling is not effective for identifying students who may pose 
a risk of targeting violence, school offi cials should focus instead on a student’s 
behaviors and communications to determine whether the student appears to be 
planning or preparing for an attack. It is important to discover if a student is on a 
path toward a violent attack. Because other students often know about incidents 
in advance, it is wrong to assume shooters are “loners.” Thus, it is important to 
gather information from a potential attacker’s friends and schoolmates.95 
 How might schools gather such information? In 2005, the Houston County 
(Georgia) school board became one of the fi rst school districts to enroll in the 
national Student Crime Stoppers program, which pays students up to $100 for 
information about theft, drug violations, or weapons possession on school prop-
erty. Many schools use revenues from vending machines to pay student “tat-
tlers” or “snitches” that report on the delinquency of their peers. Critics argue 
that the policy sends the wrong message to children that civic duty should be 
performed for payment. Proponents feel that student information is a proactive 
way to prevent delinquency and violence in schools.96 
 A more controversial approach for addressing school violence is recom-
mended by Jackson Toby who believes schools are unsafe because of a stay-in 
problem and not a drop-out problem. In other words, there are too many stu-
dents in school who disrupt teaching and learning. Stay-in students earn bad 
grades (Fs and Ds), disrupt classes, and interfere with the education of those 
students who go to school to be educated. For example, in an interview with 
Joe, Jackson Toby tells us about the type of student responsible for the stay-in 
problem in schools today:

“I like school,” Joe said. I was surprised. Most delinquents I had known hated 
school and did poorly in their schoolwork. “What did you like about it?” I 
asked. He told me about sitting in the lunchroom with his gang and having 
food fi ghts, about “making out” in the halls with his girlfriends, . . . about 
harassing a young, inexperienced teacher. . . . “What about your classes?” I 
asked. “Did you like them?” “Yeah,” he replied. “I liked gym.” Did he like 
English, math, or anything else in the curriculum? “No,” he replied, smiling. 
“They weren’t in my curriculum.”97

 While Toby is unique in his argument about the stay-in problem other 
criminologists have documented the extensive misbehavior of students like Joe. 
Many times, the students with the most school problems are also the most seri-
ous delinquents. Xia Wang and his colleagues compared the school careers of 
5,187 nondelinquent students to 5,187 delinquents in Florida. Other than their 
delinquency status, the study groups were matched by demographic and school-
based characteristics. On every measure, delinquents had worse school prob-
lems than nondelinquents. Compared to nondelinquent students, delinquents 
had lower grade point averages, had higher absenteeism and truancy, were more 
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likely to repeat a grade, had greater and more serious behavioral problems, and 
received more and harsher disciplinary actions. Moreover, the delinquency and 
other behavioral problems of the delinquents worsened after they were expelled 
or received an out-of-school suspension.98

 Does dropping out of school lead to delinquency? Does dropping out turn 
a law-abiding juvenile into a delinquent? While dropouts do have higher crime 
rates than juveniles who continue their schooling, their rates were also higher 
before they left school. Research examining whether dropping out of school in-
creases or decreases the likelihood of future criminality has produced mixed 
results. Early studies by Delbert Elliott showed that delinquency among drop-
outs was highest just prior to their leaving school and dropped sharply after 
they quit, leading Elliott to reason that school was the cause of the students’ 
stress and frustration.99 In contrast, Terence Thornberry and his colleagues 
found that dropping out of high school increased the likelihood of subsequent 
crime.100 David Farrington and his associates also found evidence that dropping 
out of school does not decrease crime. They reported that adolescents in school 
committed fewer delinquencies than (1) those who had dropped out and were 
fully employed or (2) those dropouts who were unemployed.101 These confl ict-
ing fi ndings led Roger Jarjoura to hypothesize that the reason juveniles drop out 
of school would be related to his or her future delinquency. Jarjoura found that 
students who quit school because of family problems, fi nancial reasons, or poor 
grades were not any more involved in delinquency after leaving school than be-
fore. But students who were expelled from school increased their involvement in 
drug abuse and theft after dropping out. To put it differently, sometimes drop-
ping out leads to more delinquency and other times it does not.102

 Finally, when a youth drops out of school is crucial to understanding how 
dropping out relates to delinquency. For instance, truancy has been referred to 
as the “kindergarten of crime” since it is often a forerunner of delinquency and 
other problems, such as unemployment, alcoholism, substance use, and adult 
criminality.103 Eileen Garry found that when police made intensive truancy 
sweeps, shoplifting, purse snatching, and arrests for nuisance crimes dropped 
50 to 70 percent. Thus, children who frequently miss school early in life are 
in trouble.104 Jane Sprott and her colleagues argue that attending school is one 
of the most important protective factors against delinquency. Coincidentally, 
Sprott also argues against zero-tolerance policies because they remove children 
from school.105 

There is an extensive body of literature on the decline of American public 
schools. Anxiety over schools is relatively recent, following a long period during 
which education was thought to be one of our nation’s greatest strengths. There 
is a growing concern with school violence and shootings, bullying, and teacher 
victimization, leading to different prevention strategies such as zero-tolerance 
being implemented and U.S. Supreme Court decisions regulating what clothes 
students may wear, searches and seizures of their personal belongings, and how 
they might express themselves.

Different theories have been advanced to explain the link between schools 
and delinquency. Paul Copperman examines loss of teacher authority, which he 
says is caused primarily by open classrooms that lead to less control and lower 
academic standards. Lack of control, in turn, makes it easier for students toc
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get away with behaviors, such as drug use, violence, and vandalism. Tracking 
theory contends that students placed in non-college-preparatory tracks are stig-
matized by such placement and react in many negative ways, including delin-
quency. Finally, according to social reproduction theory, the purpose of public 
schools is to serve the economic elite. Their primary function is to reproduce 
the existing class structure in society and when they do they cause lower-class 
students to become disruptive.

Baker v. Owen Teachers can administer reasonable corporal punishment for disciplinary 

purposes. 

Bethel School District No. 403 v. Fraser Schools may prohibit vulgar and offensive 

language. 

Board of Education of Independent School District No. 92 of Pottawatomie County 

et al. v. Earls et al. Expands Acton; schools may require students to submit to a 

urinalysis for illegal drugs prior to participating in all competitive extracurricular 

activities. 

Bullying Negative acts by students carried out against other students repeatedly 

over time. 

Communal school organization Partnership of teachers who have shared values and ex-

pectations of student learning and appropriate student behavior. 

Compulsory school attendance law A legislative act that requires students to attend 

school between specifi c ages (e.g., 6 to 16 years old).

Corporal punishment The infl iction of physical pain as a penalty for violating a 

school rule. 

Garcia v. Miera School authorities that use excessive or extreme punishment against a 

child may be sued for damages suffered by the student and attorney fees. 

Goss v. Lopez Students who may be suspended for 10 or less days must receive a hearing. 

Hall v. Tawney Parents do not have a constitutional right to exempt their children from cor-

poral punishment in public schools. 

Hazelwood School District v. Kuhlmeier School administrators can regulate the content of 

student publications in public schools for educational purposes. 

Ingraham v. Wright Corporal punishment does not violate the cruel and unusual punish-

ment clause of the Eighth Amendment. 

New Jersey v. T.L.O. School offi cials can conduct warrantless searches of individuals at 

school on the basis of reasonable suspicion. 

School Resource Offi cer Program A control-based policy where a police offi cer works 

within the school to perform a variety of specialized duties.

Sweep search A search of all school lockers. 

Thompson v. Carthage School District School offi cials may legally search students and 

their lockers without consent. 

Tinker v. Des Moines Independent Community School District Students have the right of 

free expression as long as their behavior does not interrupt school activities or intrude in 

the school affairs or the lives of others. 
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Tracking The grouping of students into curricular categories, such as the college-

preparatory, general, vocational, business, agricultural, and remedial tracks.

Vernonia School District 47J v. Acton Students participating in school athletic activities 

must submit upon request to an involuntary drug test (urinalysis). 

West Virginia State Board of Education v. Barnette Students do not have to salute the 

fl ag while reciting the Pledge of Allegiance.

M4313.indb   382M4313.indb   382 8/23/07   4:10:31 PM8/23/07   4:10:31 PM



Gang Violence

Drugs and Drug Dealing by Gangs

FEMALE GANG DELINQUENCY

GANGS AND JUVENILE JUSTICE

Suppression

Injunction/Abatement

Intervention and Prevention

CONCLUSIONS

KEY TERMS

383

12
P H O T O

Peer Group and 
Gang Delinquency

GROUP DELINQUENCY

GANGS AND GANG DELINQUENCY

Problems in Defi ning Gangs

Are Gang Members More Delinquent than 

Nongang Youths?

Joining and Getting Out of Gangs

Characteristics of Gangs

THE CONTEMPORARY GANG PROBLEM

The Spread of Gangs

Racial and Ethnic Variations in Gangs

M4313.indb   383M4313.indb   383 8/23/07   4:10:31 PM8/23/07   4:10:31 PM



384

P
eople are social and group-oriented. Adolescents are possibly more 
social than adults, and they certainly are attracted to social groups, 
including play groups, cliques, adolescent peer groups, and gangs. 
In thinking about the effects of peers on adolescent behavior, it is 
important to consider which type of peer effect and which type of 
delinquent is at hand. For example, virtually everyone is affected 

by peers, and these peer effects infl uence our beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors in 
powerful ways. This is the very process that Terrie Moffi tt has used to explain 
delinquency among adolescence-limited offenders. However, most people 
are never involved in gangs. Instead, youths who have multiple risk factors 
for delinquency and those who are already delinquent are most susceptible to 
gang membership. In other words, normal peer groups infl uence normative 
delinquency just as delinquent gangs infl uence more serious delinquency. This 
chapter will look closely at the nature of group delinquency with a focus on the 
role of peers and involvement in gangs.

GROUP DELINQUENCY

For many juveniles the most important social institution, the one they spend 
the most time with and are closest to emotionally, is the family. But for many 
others it is their peer group, youths of similar ages and interests who empower 
each other in their sense of feeling worthwhile and important. The social world 
of some adolescents revolves around their closest friends. They search for accep-
tance, status, identity, and meaning through interactions with others. The style 
of music, dress, and language of their peers often becomes their own. Peer group 
activities refl ect behaviors that are symbolic of adulthood and are viewed as 
signs that the person is no longer a child. These behaviors often have to do with 
drugs, sexuality, and autonomy. Wanting to be accepted and to feel worthwhile 
and more grown-up, many youngsters turn to delinquent activities because of 
peer infl uence.1 
 The period of adolescence and intense peer-group activity is viewed by 
many as the time in a youth’s life that is most likely to lead to confl ict with 
adults, conventional institutions, and the law. As young people increasingly see 
a social, and perhaps moral, distance between themselves and adults, they look 
to the peer group for camaraderie, acceptance, and a sense of purpose. Without 
close parental supervision and guidance, youths are susceptible to the pulls and 
pushes of their peers, which may lead to minor or even major forms of deviance 
and delinquency.2 
 If nothing else is absolutely known about juvenile delinquency, it is that de-
linquency is generally a group activity. In fact, “no characteristic of individu-
als known to criminologists is a better predictor of criminal behavior than the 
number of delinquent friends an individual has.” 3 As early as 1931 Clifford 
Shaw and Henry McKay reported that 80 percent of Chicago juvenile delin-
quents were arrested with co-offenders.4 Although early research into the causal 
direction of the relationship between delinquency and delinquent friends sug-
gested that delinquents are most likely to develop delinquent friendships after 
they become involved in delinquency, more recent studies consistently fi nd that 
associating with delinquent friends leads to increased delinquent activity.5 As 
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noted by Albert Reiss, “most young offenders have co-offenders in their offend-
ing and associate in other group activities with still other young offenders.”6 
 Studies in the early part of the 20th century probably overestimated the 
amount of delinquency that could be attributed to groups. These studies relied 
on offi cial data in which the police were more likely to arrest and refer youths 
to court if they congregated in packs. To counter this bias, Michael Hindelang 
turned to self-report data to estimate group delinquency rates. He found that 
some offenses are more likely than others to be committed with associates. 
Smoking marijuana and getting drunk, for instance, are primarily social ac-
tivities. But a few crimes are more often engaged in alone, such as carrying a 
weapon.7 Based on self-reported data from the National Youth Survey, Andy 
Hochstetler and his colleagues reported similar outcomes for crimes, such as 
assault, theft, and vandalism. Although the infl uence of delinquent peers was an 
important predictor of delinquency, the presence of other people was not always 
required for youths to engage in these forms of delinquency.8 For example, as 
discussed in Box 12-1, delinquency in the Netherlands also involves a great deal 
of group activity.
 Delinquency and adolescent drug use are typically social activities, and 
youths often participate in the same behavior as their friends. Helen Garnier and 
Judith Stein conducted an 18-year longitudinal study of juveniles. They observed 
that youths usually select friends who are more like themselves and are typically 
selected by other youths who seem to share similar backgrounds and values, a 
concept known as homophily (which means “love of the same,” [see Box 12-2]). 
As a result of social selection and peer pressure, an adolescent’s likelihood of 
using drugs or engaging in other types of delinquency increases.9 Studies have 
found that close, or best friends, have a strong infl uence on teen behavior. A 
youth is about twice as likely to engage in delinquency if his or her close friend 
is already engaged in crime, and the strongest predictor of adolescent drug use is 
the extent of drug use by the youth’s best friend.10 

For many 
adolescents, drug 

use is a rite of 
passage—and 
a gateway to a 

delinquent career. 
It is normal to 

experiment with 
drugs, such as 

tobacco, alcohol, 
and marijuana, yet 
most people do not 
develop substance 

abuse problems from 
this experimentation. 

Why? 
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 To the extent that one’s peers and their behaviors can have serious negative 
infl uence on adolescents, what may be done to reduce the impact? What policies 
or practical recommendations to parents might prevent peer-related delinquency? 
For more than six decades, the policy implications of Edwin Sutherland’s theory 
of differential association (see Chapter 6) have led parents and schools to cre-
ate opportunities for children to spend greater amounts of time in supervised, 
productive activities. After-school, weekend, and summer recreational programs 
involving youths in such things as music, sports, art, scouts, computers, and 
church have been looked to as mechanisms for preventing children from spend-
ing time hanging out with “bad kids” or the “wrong crowd.” Parents have also 
been encouraged to provide more quality family time with their children. 
 Some argue there is little convincing evidence that teen involvement in after-
school programs or jobs reduce their likelihood of becoming delinquent,11 

F
or many Dutch youths, hanging around 
or street loitering is a preferred leisure 
activity. Many youths hang out in small 

groups and engage in troublemaking, nui-
sance, or intimidating behavior. More often 
than not, these youths are not terribly involved 
in crime, but when they are, they commit their 
crimes in groups rather than alone. Recent 
surveys in the Netherlands indicate the major-
ity of delinquencies involve co-offenders. De-
linquencies most often committed with others 
include vandalism, followed by drug violations, 
intimidation, aggression, shoplifting, bicycle 
theft, and other thefts. Younger adolescents 
are more likely to commit crimes with co-
offenders than are older youths. And girls are 
more likely than boys to commit crimes with 
others, especially for such crimes as shop-
lifting and bicycle theft. Youths who commit 
crimes together are most likely to be friends, 
followed by classmates and neighborhood 
youths. If not engaging in delinquencies with 
friends, girls are most likely to co-offend with 
classmates, while boys co-offend with neigh-
borhood youths.

More criminally involved youth groups also 
hang out and loiter, and it is understandable 
that the public and authorities often lump all 
street youth groups together. There are impor-

tant differences according to Alfred Hakkert, 
who has divided local youth groups into nui-
sance groups, troublemaking groups, criminal 
groups, and gangs. All of these groups engage 
in a variety of similar behaviors, including hang-
ing out in groups in doorways or sidewalks, 
getting in the way of passers-by, playing loud 
music, and making impudent remarks.

Nuisance groups are the least problematic, 
tending to simply annoy or intimidate people, 
especially older people, by their mere pres-
ence or incivility in encounters on the street. 
Troublemaking groups often engage in minor 
delinquencies, such as bicycle theft, vandal-
ism, shoplifting, and drug use. Criminal youth 
groups, on the other hand, are likely to partici-
pate in more serious offenses, such as rob-
beries, burglaries, auto theft, and drug deal-
ing. Finally, youth gangs, organized expressly 
to engage in criminal activities, are involved 
in extortion, serious property crimes, violent 
thefts, and drug dealing.

Sources: Alfred Hakkert, “Group Delinquency in the Nether-

lands: Some Findings from an Exploratory Study,” Interna-

tional Review of Law Computers & Technology 12:453–474 

(1998); Finn Esbensen and Frank Weerman, “Youth Gangs 

and Troublesome Youth Gangs in the United States and the 

Netherlands: A Cross-National Comparison,” European Jour-

nal of Criminology 2:5–37 (2005).

Group Delinquency in the Netherlands
D E L I N Q U E N C Y  A R O U N D  T H E  G L O B Eb o x  1 2 - 1
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but studies provide positive support for youths spending more time with their 
families. Mark Warr, for example, reports that children who spent a great deal 
of time with their families every week “had low rates of delinquency even when 
they had delinquent friends.” In addition, youths who report having a close 
relationship with their parents are less likely to have any delinquent friends. But 
youths cannot be isolated from friendships, and it is diffi cult, if not impossible, 
for parents to identify or separate out the “good” child from the “bad” one. 

F
or centuries, criminologists have ob-
served the tendency for people to seek 
out others. This tendency is especially 

strong during childhood and adolescence. The 
link between antisocial peers and misconduct 
is so well-established and consistently rep-
licated that Mark Warr contended that “few, 
if any, empirical regularities in criminology 
have been documented as often or over as 
long a period of time as the association be-
tween delinquency and delinquent friends.” 
Associating with delinquent peers is another 
example of homophily, which means “love of 
the same.” People often associate with oth-
ers who are similar to them in terms of age, 
social class, race, appearance, belief system, 
and other factors. 

Youths are so infl uenced by their peers 
that friendship networks are substantially 
more important than parents in determin-
ing human behavior. In her controversial and 
best-selling book The Nurture Assumption: 
Why Children Turn Out the Way They Do, Judith
Rich Harris argues that the socialization ef-
fects of parents on children are overrated 
and that friendship and peer networks dur-
ing the school years are who really socialize 
them. Behavioral scientists present compel-
ling evidence that Harris is correct, namely 
that peers are the most powerful socializing 
agents. For instance, behavioral genetics re-
search indicates that genetic and nonshared 
environmental factors, such as peer groups, 
account for nearly 100 percent of variation in 
delinquency. Shared environmental factors, 

such as home environment, explain little to 
no variation in delinquency. 

The reason that sociologically oriented 
criminologists have noted the universal ten-
dency for adolescents to be group-oriented 
and seek others like them is that homoph-
ily appears to be intrinsic to human nature. 
Neuroscientists are discovering the genetic 
bases of homophily and social factors, such 
as associating with delinquent peers. Accord-
ing to Anthony Walsh, “the biological events 
that are taking place during the teenage years 
should be incorporated into theories of ado-
lescent offending. These kinds of data may 
go a long way to explaining the range of ado-
lescent behaviors that [criminologists have 
historically] described solely in social terms.” 
In other words, it is probable that in the 21st 
century, scientists will discover at the genetic 
level why people are group-oriented. 

Sources: Mark Warr, Companions in Crime: The Social 

Aspects of Criminal Conduct (New York: Cambridge University 

Press, 2002), p. 40; Anthony Walsh, “Companions in Crime: 

A Biosocial Perspective,” Human Nature Review 2:169–178 

(2002), p. 174; Judith Rich Harris, The Nurture Assumption: 

Why Children Turn Out the Way They Do (New York: Free Press, 

1999); Alessandra Iervolino, Alison Pike, Beth Manke, Da-

vid Reiss, Mavis Hetherington, and Robert Plomin, “Genetic 

and Environmental Infl uences in Adolescent Peer Socializa-

tion: Evidence from Two Genetically Sensitive Designs,” 

Child Development 73:162–174 (2002); H. Harrington Cleve-

land, Richard Wiebe, and David Rowe, “Sources of Exposure 

to Smoking and Drinking Friends among Adolescents: A 

Behavioral-Genetic Evaluation,” Journal of Genetic Psychology 

166:153–169 (2005); Judith Rich Harris, No Two Alike: Hu-

man Nature and Human Individuality (New York: W. W. Norton, 

2006).
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Consequently, parents should closely monitor their children’s associations, es-
tablish and maintain contact with the parents of their children’s friends, and 
work to develop trust and open, frequent communication with their children.12 

GANGS AND GANG DELINQUENCY

For people working in the juvenile justice system and for criminologists, concern 
about juvenile delinquency has historically centered more on gangs than on peer 
groups. But the notion of “gang” itself has been poorly understood, defi ned, 
and measured. More important, how gangs are defi ned has signifi cant implica-
tions for police, policy makers, and criminologists who study gangs. Depending 
on how gangs are defi ned may lead to inaccurate estimates of the extent of the 
problem, misunderstanding the primary activities of gang members, and incor-
rect identifi cation of the demographic composition of gangs.13 Next we review 
different ways of defi ning gangs and the diversity of characteristics associated 
with gangs and gang members.

Problems in Defining Gangs

In the early 20th century the term “gang” was associated with groups in socially 
disorganized and deteriorated inner-city neighborhoods. It was applied to ju-
veniles who engaged in a variety of delinquencies ranging from truancy, street 
brawls, and beer running to race riots, robberies, and other serious crimes. In 
1927, Frederic Thrasher, in his study of 1,313 delinquent gangs in Chicago, 
noted that while no two gangs were exactly alike, delinquent gangs possessed a 
number of qualities that set them apart from other social groups. These qualities 
include meeting face to face, milling about, going places as a group, engaging in 
confl icts with other gangs and adults, and planning activities. Such collective be-
havior produces gang traditions, unrefl ective internal organizational structure, 
esprit de corps, a sense of solidarity and awareness of being a distinct group, 
and claims to a local territory.
 This image of gangs stressed youth groups as being localized and territory-
based, with social organization and traditions and with group awareness 
and morale fostered through confl ict with authorities and other gangs. While 
Thrasher’s work set the tone for much of the subsequent writing on gangs for 
many decades, it is important to note that he did not include in his defi nition 
of a gang delinquent or law-violating behavior. For Thrasher, delinquent gangs 
were only one type of youth group.14 
 By the 1950s the image of the gang increasingly focused on large groups 
of urban boys engaged primarily in violent confl ict, fi ghting each other in bat-
tles or “rumbles” over territory or status, much like the Sharks and the Jets in 
West Side Story. The gang, from this perspective, suggests a slightly broader 
defi nition:

 [The gang is] a friendship group of adolescents who share common interests, 
with a more or less clearly defi ned territory, in which most of the members live. 
They are committed to defending one another, the territory, and the gang name 
in the status-setting fi ghts that occur in school and on the streets.15
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 By the 1980s police, politicians, and many criminologists began to empha-
size the organization and illegal activities of gangs. According to Walter Miller, 
a youth gang is 

a self-forming association of peers, bound together by mutual interests, with 
identifi able leadership, well-developed lines of authority, and other organiza-
tional features, who act in concert to achieve a specifi c purpose or purposes 
which generally include the conduct of illegal activity and control over a par-
ticular territory, facility, or type of enterprise.16

But the characteristics in Miller’s defi nition do not fi t all youth groups identifi ed 
as gangs by either the police or criminologists. Some groups are involved in ille-
gal activities; some are not. Some claim territory; some do not. Some use and/or 
sell drugs; many do not. Some engage in drive-by shootings; most do not. And 
some are highly organized with identifi able leadership, while others are not.17

 Such variations have not prevented some state legislatures and police agen-
cies from developing very narrow and specifi c defi nitions of gangs. For example, 
the Street Terrorism Enforcement and Prevention (STEP) Act of the California 
penal code defi nes the criminal street gang as

any ongoing organization, association, or group of three or more persons, 
whether formal or informal, having as one of its primary activities the com-
mission of one or more of the criminal acts enumerated in paragraphs (1) to (8), 
inclusive, of subdivision (e), which has a common name or common identifying 
sign or symbol, whose members individually or collectively engage in or have 
engaged in a pattern of criminal gang activity.18

The criminal acts specifi cally included in the Act include aggravated assault, 
robbery, homicide or manslaughter, drug traffi cking, arson, victim or witness 
intimidation, and shooting into an inhabited dwelling. This defi nition gives po-
lice and prosecutors a basis for arresting any youth who actively participates in 
a criminal street gang regardless of whether the youth holds formal member-
ship in the gang as long as the youth knows that the gang is involved in illegal 
activities and willfully promotes, furthers, or assists in any felonious criminal 
conduct by members of that gang. 
 Most states do not have legislatively determined defi nitions of juvenile 
gangs, however. Consequently, law enforcement agencies and criminologists 
generally select their own criteria for defi ning a gang, which means there is a 
lack of consensus on what is a gang. The National Youth Gang Survey included 
the following instruction in their survey to guide law enforcement agencies. For 
the purposes of the survey, a youth gang is

A group of youths or young adults in your jurisdiction that you or other re-
sponsible persons in your agency or community are willing to identify or clas-
sify as a “gang.” DO NOT include motorcycle gangs, hate or ideology groups, 
prison gangs, or other exclusively adult gangs.19 

 In addition, many police agencies have developed defi nitions of gang mem-
bers refl ecting the need to document youths identifi ed as gang-involved. Their 
defi nitions typically distinguish between associate, or “wanna be,” member 
and hardcore member. Associate or wanna be members are peripheral or fringe 
members, and even though they associate with full-fl edged members, they may 
not be recognized by others as a regular member. Members comprise the core 

Scholars frequently 

disagree over the 

appropriate defi nition 

of gangs. Is this simply 

a semantic issue? 

Are gangs, by implicit 

defi nition, a negative, 

criminal phenomenon? 

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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of the gang and are likely to have frequent contact with each other and to regu-
larly engage in gang activities. Hardcore members are viewed by police as the 
most dangerous and most likely to be involved in serious, violent gang activity. 
As Charles Katz notes, some law enforcement agencies require that at least one 
of the nine specifi c characteristics found in Table 12-1 must be documented to 
identify an individual as a gang member.20 
 Similar to the problems of defi ning a gang and gang member is the prob-
lem of defi ning “gang-related” activity. The spread of gang violence has com-
plicated the problem of determining those activities that are gang-related. Mal-
colm Klein and Cheryl Maxson report that different urban police and sheriffs’ 
departments use different defi nitions of what constitutes a gang-related crime. 
More than half of the law enforcement agencies responding to a recent National 
Youth Gang Survey indicated that they use a member-based defi nition, a crime 
in which a gang member or members are the perpetrators of the crime, regard-
less of the motive. Nearly a third use a motive-based defi nition, a crime commit-
ted by a gang member or members in which the underlying reason is to further 
the interests and activities of the gang. About 11 percent said they used some 
other defi nition.21 

Are Gang Members More Delinquent 
than Nongang Youths?

When gang membership is a known factor in group offending, clear differences 
in delinquency rates between gang and nongang members have been reported 
(see Box 12-3). Prevalence rates of delinquency and individual offending are 
greater for both male and female gang members than for their nongang coun-

table 12-1 Documenting Gang Members

Associate/Wanna Be

1.  Individual who wears colored clothing and/or uses gang hand signals consistent with suspected 

gangs.

2.  Individual associates/corresponds with known gang members and/or is observed writing gang-

related graffi ti on any type of property.

3.  Individual is included in group pictures of known gang members or arrested in the company of 

identifi ed gang members.

Member

4. Commits criminal act as a gang member.

5. Self-admission, tattoos, or identifi ed by a public source.

6. Identifi ed by reliable informant and corroborated by reliable source.

7. Involved in gang retaliations, assaults, and/or drive-by shootings.

8.  Past criminal/prison records for gang-related activity, gang status corroborated by law enforce-

ment agency.

Hardcore Member

9.  Individual fi ts criteria listed for the gang associate and gang member with the additional involve-

ment in high-level narcotics distribution and/or commits gang-related felony crimes.

Source: Charles Katz, “Issues in the Production and Dissemination of Gang Statistics: An Ethnographic Study of 

a Large Midwestern Police Gang Unit,” Crime & Delinquency 49: 496 (2003).
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terparts.22 Others report that although gang members do not appear to have 
higher rates of delinquency or drug use prior to entering the gang, once they are 
members their rates became signifi cantly greater than nongang youths.23 Sara 
Battin and her colleagues report that gang members have higher rates of offend-
ing compared to nongang adolescents and that belonging to a gang predicted 
court-reported and self-reported delinquency above and beyond the contribu-
tion of having delinquent peers and above and beyond prior delinquency.24 
 The fl ip-side of delinquency is, of course, victimization, and prior research 
indicates that gang members are much more likely to be victimized than non-
gang youths. For instance, Dana Peterson and her colleagues explored the gang–
victimization relationship among a longitudinal study of 3,500 students and a 
cross-sectional study of 5,935 students. While controlling for a variety of other 
correlates of victimization, Peterson found that youths who had ever been in a 
gang were more likely to be the victim of a serious violent crime. In addition, the 
increased risk of victimization among gang youths existed before, during, and 
after their gang involvement.25 
 The Rochester Youth Development Study examined the portion of delin-
quency in the community that could be attributed to gang members compared 
to nongang youths. About 30 percent of the youths reported being members of 

T
o be involved in a gang is perhaps the 
greatest risk factor for delinquency and 
a variety of other problem behaviors. But 

how large of a risk factor is gang member-
ship? George Knox and other gang research-
ers from the National Gang Crime Research 
Center completed one of the largest, most 
comprehensive studies of gangs in the United 
States. Knox and his colleagues collected 
data in 17 states from 85 different correc-
tional facilities (prisons, boot camps, juvenile 
institutions) on a national sample of 10,166 
confi ned offenders, of which 4,140 were self-
reported gang members. 

Compared to youths who were not in 
gangs, gang members were signifi cantly more 
likely to

• Have a parent who had served time in 
prison.

• Have psychopathic personality traits.

• Have been a bully in school.

• Have sold narcotics, especially crack 
cocaine.

• Have fired a gun at a police officer.

• Have been shot, stabbed, or seriously 
assaulted.

• Have engaged in violent, weapons-related, 
and drug misconduct while incarcerated.

Gang members were signifi cantly less 
likely to

• Finish high school or have a GED.

• Attend church.

• Avoid situations involving the risk of arrest 
or personal injury.

• Report that the juvenile or criminal justice 
system deterred them.

• Report that he or she had adequate paren-
tal supervision as a child.

• Believe in conventional morality.

Source: George Knox et al., The Facts about Gang Life in 

America Today: A National Study of over 4,000 Gang Mem-

bers (Peotone, IL: National Gang Crime Research Center, 

2004). 

Comparing Gang and Nongang Youths
A  W I N D O W  O N  D E L I N Q U E N C Yb o x  1 2 - 3
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a street gang at some time prior to the end of high school. Those youths who 
belonged to gangs, however, accounted for the bulk of delinquent acts, espe-
cially the more serious crimes. Gang members accounted for 86 percent of the 
serious delinquent acts, 69 percent of the violent delinquent acts, and 70 percent 
of the drug sales. The study concluded that involvement in gangs substantially 
increases the likelihood of involvement in delinquency, particularly serious de-
linquency.26 Very similar trends exist among gang youths in other major cities. 
In Seattle, for instance, gang members comprised 15 percent of a large sample 
of adolescents, but accounted for 85 percent of the total robberies in the sample. 
Similarly, in Denver, gang members comprised 14 percent of a sample but ac-
counted for 79 percent of all serious, violent adolescent offenses. And in Mon-
treal, gang members appeared in juvenile and criminal courts between 400 and 
700 percent more frequently than nongang youths.27 
 A slightly cautionary note about the fi ndings just reported is suggested by 
Tom Winfree and his associates. They conclude that among youths having a 
progang attitude, a predisposition toward violence, especially group-context 
violence, may be a more important delinquency factor than actual gang mem-
bership. No difference was found between gang and nongang youths in theft 
crimes, other property crimes, and even drug crimes, although gang members 
were more likely to be involved in violent offenses.28

Joining and Getting Out of Gangs

Although delinquent peer groups and gangs exist in virtually all types of com-
munities in the United States, the most violent and serious gang threats are con-
centrated in the most impoverished neighborhood of major cities. In this way, it 
is believed that socioeconomic disadvantage and family problems are the root 
conditions that lead adolescents to join gangs. Some youths grow up in families 
in which older brothers, sisters, fathers, and sometimes grandfathers are or were 
gang members, and thus their entry into gang life is essentially just a part of ad-
olescent socialization. From a very young age, it is expected that they will even-
tually become a gang member.29 Rachel Gordon and her colleagues report that 
the same risk factors that propel youths into serious delinquent careers, such 
as poverty, school failures, and family dysfunction also precede gang member-
ship.30 David Eitle and his colleagues found that racial minority status, family 
fi nancial problems, and the cumulative exposure to stressful life events during 
childhood also contribute to gang membership.31 
 As shown in Table 12-2, many of the risk factors that have been identifi ed as 
correlates of delinquency are also forerunners of gang membership.32 There are 
seven general types of risk factors for gang membership: 

1.  Area characteristics include community and neighborhood measures of pov-
erty, arrest rates, and disorganization. 

2.  Family characteristics include race, ethnicity, family structure, and family 
educational attainment. 

3.  Parent–child relations include the degree of attachment, involvement, and 
commitment between parents and children, parenting measures, abuse, ne-
glect, and maltreatment.

4.  School factors include the child’s attachment and commitment to school, 
college aspirations, and test scores. 
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5.  Peer relationships include delinquent peers, early dating, and sexual 
activity. 

6.  Individual characteristics include negative life events, psychiatric diagnoses, 
self-esteem, and delinquent beliefs. 

7.  Prior delinquency includes onset of delinquency, prior drug use, prior vio-
lence, and prior delinquency. 

Several criminologists have found that gang members in Canada, Norway, Se-
attle, Rochester, and numerous other cities often have most of these risk factors 
prior to their initiation into gang life and that the more risk factors an adoles-
cent has, the greater the likelihood he or she will be involved in gangs.33 
 Terence Thornberry, Marvin Krohn, and their colleagues described three 
general ways that youths join street gangs. The fi rst is a “kind-of-person” model 
known as the selection model, which argues that adolescents with a strong pro-
pensity for delinquency seek out gangs. These youths are already involved in 
antisocial behavior and commit crime whether in a gang or alone. The facilita-
tion model is a “kind-of-group” model, which suggests that the normative struc-
ture of the gang along with group processes and dynamics increase delinquency 
among youths. According to the facilitation model, a youth’s delinquency will 
increase during periods of gang membership and be lower both before and after 
that period. The third type known as the enhancement model combines ele-
ments of the selection and facilitation models. According to the enhancement 
model, adolescents who are already involved in delinquency are most apt to join 
a gang (selection) but, after joining, their delinquency is likely to increase signifi -
cantly (facilitation).34 

table 12-2 Risk Factors for Gang Membership

RISK FACTOR PERCENTAGE INCREASED RISK

Percentage in poverty 88%

Community arrest rate 79

Report of child maltreatment 78

Delinquent peers 97

Early dating 182

Precocious sexual activity 58

Negative life events 225

Depression 71

Externalizing behaviors 98

Delinquent beliefs 115

Prior general delinquency 226

Prior violent delinquency 319

Prior drug use 149

Sources: Terence Thornberry, Marvin Krohn, Alan Lizotte, Carolyn Smith, and Kimberly Tobin, Gangs and Delin-

quency in Developmental Perspective (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2003); Marvin Krohn and Terence 

Thornberry, Longitudinal Perspectives on Adolescent Street Gangs (Washington, DC: National Institute of Justice, 

2006).
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 Martín Sánchez-
Jankowski has identifi ed six 
reasons for joining a gang. 
They include material in-
centives (gang membership 
increases the likelihood of 
making money); recreation 
(gangs provide entertain-
ment and a chance to meet 
girls); refuge or camoufl age 
(the gang offers anonym-
ity); physical protection 
(gangs provide personal 
protection from predatory 
elements, including other 
gangs, in high-crime neigh-
borhoods); a time to resist 
(the gang provides oppor-
tunities to resist living lives 

similar to their parents); and commitment to community (gang membership pro-
vides the opportunity to demonstrate a form of local patriotism and dedication 
to protecting the neighborhood).35 Making money also appears to be related to 
gaining the social “respect” that having money produces. Whether a youth fi rst 
joins a gang to gain respect or to make money, the two often quickly become 
intertwined with each other.36 
 Motivations for joining gangs sometimes vary by sex. Boys are more likely 
to join gangs for excitement, to have a territory of one’s own, for protection, for 
money, and for a sense of belonging. Girls, on the other hand, are more likely to 
join for social or associational reasons, for example because family members or 
friends were involved in gangs, to enhance their reputation, and for protection.37 
There are also important commonalities between boys and girls who join gangs. 
For instance, Jody Miller, Jenna St. Cyr, and Scott Decker found that family and 
neighborhood problems push both girls and boys into gangs.38 
 Many youths stay in the gang into early or even middle adulthood, although 
most drift in and out of gangs over the years. Some will join other organizations, 
such as social clubs or organized crime groups; some go to prison; some die from 
gang violence or drug use; and others get a job, get married, have children, and 
fi nd the demands of gang membership incompatible with the new demands of 
family and job.39 Gang mythology maintains the belief that once a youth joins a 
gang he or she is in for life; however, reality is substantially different. Leaving a 
gang may be risky, especially for youths who have special knowledge of serious 
crimes committed by gang members. It is not uncommon after a member an-
nounces his or her decision to leave the gang that a “beating out” ceremony oc-
curs. Leaving the gang has two other risks. The police and courts may continue 
to treat the youth as a gang member and rival gangs may not be aware the youth 
quit the gang. In these instances, continued gang association might provide pro-
tection from rival gangs. However, most youths ultimately age out of gangs, and 
many peripheral and fringe members quit gangs without being required to give a 
reason for their decisions.40

Pastor Kenneth 
Hammond of 

Durham, North 
Carolina, helps 

relocate adolescents 
who want out of 

gangs. As a social 
institution, has 

the church been 
overlooked as an 
insulator against 

delinquency? 

Are the rationales youths 

provide for joining 

gangs merely excuses? 

Why do the majority of 

youths in gang-infested 

neighborhoods choose 

not to join? How does the 

phrase “birds of a feather 

fl ock together” apply to 

delinquent gangs? 

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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Characteristics of Gangs

When Walter Miller asked police, juvenile offi cers, social workers, and other ex-
perts to defi ne gangs, they agreed that gangs had the following traits: organiza-
tion, leadership, turf, cohesiveness, and purpose.41 But do all gangs exhibit these 
characteristics, and if so, do they possess them to the same degree? Decades of 
research have produced inconsistent answers.

Organization The organizational structures of gangs have varied widely over 
time, from city to city, and even within cities. An example of a highly organized 
gang was the Vice Lords in Chicago in the 1960s.

The most important element in the new organizational scheme was the creation 
of an administrative body called the “board” to deal with matters affecting the 
entire Vice Lord Nation. Further, regular weekly meetings were instituted with 
representatives from all the subgroups present. Finally, membership cards were 
printed with the Vice Lords’ insignia—a top hat, cane, and white gloves.42

The Vice Lords, however, may be atypical. James F. Short, Jr., suggests that 
most gangs fall somewhere in the middle between crowds and mobs on the one 
hand and ordinary organizations on the other.43 
 Gene Muehlbauer and Laura Dodder’s analysis of a suburban gang, The 
Losers, noted that its structure centered on a core group of about 10 to 12 mem-
bers. These members were the nucleus of the gang and all other members were 
defi ned in relationship to this core. Alternatively, some gangs become so large 
they are unable to function effectively as a total unit; consequently, they divide 
into groupings called cliques.44 
 In their study of Hispanic gangs in California, Robert Jackson and Wesley 
McBride report that cliques are based primarily on age but sometimes on a spe-
cialty. In some gangs, for instance, there is a clique that specializes in violence 
and most of the “shooters” (gunmen) in the gang belong to that clique. Often, 
such cliques have a number of members who are not only capable of violence but 
also seek it out.45 Joan Moore also noted age-grading in Chicano youth gangs 
in barrios in Los Angeles, El Paso, and San Antonio. The age cohorts, or klikas, 
appear to form every two years or so and become “salient lifelong membership 
and reference groups for some, but not all, members of the gang.” 46 
 Julie Amato and Dewey Cornell reported that different names youths use 
to describe gangs, such as crew, clique, posse, or mob, infl uence the reason-
ing they provide for joining the group and the type of delinquency in which 
they engage. Students involved in groups referred to as “gangs” had the high-
est delinquency rates. However, students also engaged in delinquency albeit at 
lower levels when involved in other groups, such as “crews.” Additionally, youth 
involvement in groups like crews or cliques is often for social reasons to create 
new friendships. Conversely, gang involvement is often expressly to engage in 
delinquency.47 

Leadership Most gangs have clearly established leaders, although, like any 
organizational structure, this has varied over time and location. In the milita-
ristic, or Mafi a-style, model of gang leadership, the top authority position “is 
analogous to that of the highest ranking offi cer in a military unit; below him are 
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lieutenants, sub-lieutenants, and so on. Decisions originating in higher echelons 
are transmitted through the ranks by a chain-of-command system.” 48

 A second type of ideal leader is charismatic ruling by force of his or her per-
sonality. This leader is usually older, stronger, and revered by the gang’s mem-
bers. In the violent gangs studied by Lewis Yablonsky, leaders seemed to be self-
appointed and often emotionally unstable. These leaders would occasionally 
manipulate other gang members into aggressive or violent actions just to satisfy 
their own emotional needs. By a combination of charisma and intimidation, the 
leaders of violent gangs tended to be relatively permanent in their positions, but 
turnover among the general membership was high.49 Barry Krisberg suggests 
the only distinctive feature of gang leaders is their superior verbal ability. In the 
African American gangs he studied, this verbal “gift of the gab” enabled leaders 
to capture the attention of other members.50 
 Leadership varied greatly among the gangs John Hagedorn studied in Mil-
waukee. In most cases, the youth’s “reputation or ability to fi ght was the main 
criterion for a leader . . . [while in other cases] someone was the leader because 
they knew most about gangs. . . . Some even disputed there ever was a leader.” 51 
In gangs whose leaders were identifi ed, “titles” were rarely used.

Turf According to Irving Spergel, turf or territoriality involves two compo-
nents, identifi cation and control. Many urban gangs identify with particular 
neighborhoods, parks, housing projects, or schools. At one time, crossing turf 
boundaries and entering another gang’s territory, often clearly marked by graf-
fi ti, involved taking serious risks. However, automobiles have increased the 
mobility of teenagers, and slum districts have been sliced up by highways and 
urban renewal, blurring the old dividing lines. Identifi cation with specifi c turf 
has been drastically altered for many gang members, largely because of frequent 
relocation of gang members’ family residences.52 Furthermore, according to 
Sánchez-Jankowski, “Gangs operate in a given area because that location is the 
only place they are strong enough to feel secure and in control, not because that 
particular territory is fundamental to their self-defi nition.” 53

Cohesiveness Are gangs very close, tight-knit organizations with loyal mem-
bers bound to one another by mutual friendship and common interests? Early 
writers thought so. Thrasher, for instance, depicted gangs as fi lled with happy-
go-lucky youngsters, with the gang performing positive functions such as pro-
viding status for members.54 Modern writers are sometimes equally romantic, 
but some criminologists disagree. Malcolm Klein says that the gang members 
he observed were “dissatisfi ed, deprived, and making the best of an essentially 
unhappy situation.” 55 Klein adds that there are good reasons why gangs are not 
cohesive: The gang has few if any group goals; the membership is constantly in a 
state of fl ux, turning over rapidly; and group norms are practically nonexistent. 
James F. Short, Jr., and Fred Strodtbeck say that gang members fail at school, 
on the job, and elsewhere. These failures, along with other social disabilities, 
make gang members anxious and insecure about their status, and such insecuri-
ties are heightened by constant challenges and insults by other gang members.56 
Contemporary criminologists similarly note that most gangs are at best loosely 
organized and are most cohesive when committing delinquency.57
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Purpose Delinquent gangs have been often thought to exist for the purpose 
of committing criminal offenses. Purpose is a state of mind that is diffi cult for 
gang researchers to measure. It is easier to study behavior, such as the extent to 
which gangs commit crime. Jacqueline Schneider’s study of gangs in Columbus, 
Ohio, found gangs often specialize in certain offenses. By looking at the ar-
rest offense patterns of gang leaders, she discovered that gangs tend to operate 
within particular crime niches. For instance, the Crips were primarily involved 
in violent offenses while the Freeze Crew accounted for a disproportionate num-
ber of property crimes.58

 Researchers have found that gang members spend most of their time on 
pursuits other than crime mostly just whiling away their time. For many, this 
involves little more than “partying and hanging out.” Geoffrey Hunt and his 
colleague’s study of ethnic youth gangs in Northern California also reports that 
“hanging around,” “kicking back,” and especially drinking were “commonplace 
and integral part[s] of everyday life among gang members.” Fighting was seen as 
an activity more typical of one stage in the development of the gang. Constant 
fi ghting with other gangs happened early and helped structure the gang. As gang 
members grew older, their inclination was to decrease the fi ghting and increase 
the partying.59

THE CONTEMPORARY GANG PROBLEM

In the 1970s, only 19 states reported gang problems. The states with the larg-
est number of gang-problem cities were California, Florida, Illinois, and Texas. 
Overwhelmingly, gangs were concentrated in the largest cities, such as Chicago, 
Houston, Los Angeles, and Miami.60 Today, all 50 states, Washington, DC, and 
nearly 3,000 cities, towns, villages, and counties indicated they were experi-
encing some type of gang problem. Estimating the number of gang members is 
problematic and dependent on how criminologists defi ne a gang. Given that lim-
itation, the National Youth Gang Survey of law enforcement agencies across the 
country reported that in 2004 there were approximately 760,000 gang members 
in the United States. These 760,000 gang members comprise 24,000 gangs that 
are active in more than 2,900 jurisdictions. Although gangs are found in all 
types of communities, about 85 percent of all gang members lived in larger cities 
and suburban counties.
 According to police reports, 67 percent of gang members were adults, and 
33 percent were children or adolescents. The overall age of the gang popula-
tion has increased in recent years due to a decline in reports of gang problems 
in smaller communities that typically report very young gang members and in-
creased police attention toward older, more criminally active gang members.
 Nationally, about 50 percent of the gang population was Hispanic. Afri-
can Americans comprised about 35 percent of the gang population, and whites 
accounted for 10 percent. About 29 percent of gangs were multiethnic. Males 
make up more than 90 percent of all gang members. Approximately 63 percent 
of law enforcement agencies reported that the return of gang members from jail 
or prison confi nement to their jurisdiction created several problems, such as in-
creased violence and drug traffi cking.61

In the late twentieth 

century gangs were 

responsible for hundreds 

of homicides each year. 

How might the media 

or academic portrayal 

of gang-affi liated 

youths contribute to the 

problems they pose? 

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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 It is diffi cult to estimate the gang population because gang members often 
migrate to other jurisdictions. For instance, 10 percent of the police agencies 
participating in the National Youth Gang Survey reported that more than half of 
the gang members in their jurisdiction had recently migrated from other areas. 
Gang members move for a variety of reasons. About 45 percent moved for le-
gitimate reasons pertaining to family obligations or employment opportunities. 
However, 23 percent moved for drug market opportunities, 21 percent moved to 
avoid law enforcement, and 18 percent moved to pursue other illegal ventures.62 
 Randall Shelden and his colleagues point out that this expansion of the gang 
problem throughout the country has prompted a debate. Some in law enforce-
ment believe there has been a migration of gang members from community to 
community, refl ecting the franchising of a gang’s criminal activities. An alterna-
tive perspective focuses on the proliferation of the gang problem. This perspec-
tive suggests the increase in the number of communities reporting gang prob-
lems only refl ects the changing defi nitions of gang and gang member, the desire 
of local police to obtain increased funding to respond to the gang problem, or 
the movement of youths who are gang members to new communities although 
the reasons for the move are unrelated to gang membership.63 
 Although criminologists debate the migration versus proliferation of gangs, 
one point not subject to debate is that gangs negatively affect communities. 
James Howell has identifi ed several ways that delinquent gangs harm young 
people and communities: (1) gang members commit a disproportionate amount 
of crime; (2) gang members are most criminally active while they are in gangs 
(their delinquency is lower before and after leaving the gang); (3) gang members 
commit more serious crimes, such as robberies and assaults; (4) there is overlap 
between gang membership and chronic offending, thus their delinquency is long-
lasting; and (5) gang delinquency creates enormous costs. For instance, each 
assault-related gunshot injury has been estimated at $1 million in public costs 
and a single criminal career of a serious gang member can infl ict costs between 
$1.7 million and $2.3 million. Finally, all of these issues take an enormous 
social toll on communities that must deal with the delinquency, victimization, 
social costs, and fear generated by gangs.64 

The Spread of Gangs

Walter Miller has identifi ed seven reasons offered by law enforcement, criminol-
ogists, and policy makers for the dramatic proliferation of gangs over the past 
three decades. Some of the reasons suggest a pattern of gang migration.

1.  Drugs: Police believe the expansion of illegal drug markets increased the 
solidarity of existing gangs, offered incentives for the creation of new gangs, 
and promoted the development of widespread networks of drug-traffi cking 
gangs.

2.  Immigration: Major waves of immigration during the past 25 years have 
brought in many groups of Asians, Southeast Asians, and Latin Americans 
whose children have formed gangs in the tradition of Irish, Jewish, and 
Slavic immigrant groups during the 1800s. 

3.  Gang Names and Alliances: In the 1980s the pattern of adopting a com-
mon name and claiming a federated relationship with other gangs became 
increasingly common. Hundreds of small local gangs adopted the names or 
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claimed alliance with well-known gangs such as the Crips, Bloods, Latin 
Kings, and Gangster Disciples. 

4.  Migration: Some experts believe gangs that exhausted drug markets or faced 
violent competition from other drug-dealing gangs in a particular commu-
nity simply left that area and transferred their operations to new markets in 
towns and cities with little existing gang presence.

5.  Government Policies: During the 1960s some policy makers viewed urban 
youth gangs as representing an untapped reservoir of potential leadership 
for improving the quality of life for residents in low-income communities. 
These offi cials advocated recognizing gangs as legitimate community groups 
and enlisting them in social reform efforts. Over $1 million in federal funds 
were allocated to urban gangs in Chicago and New York by the Offi ce of 
Economic Opportunity as part of the federal war on poverty.

6.  Female-Headed Households: This explanation suggests that the increase in 
female-headed households and absence of stable adult male role models cre-
ated identity problems for male adolescents who then turned to gangs for 
their sense of place and values. 

7.  Gang Subculture and the Media: Gangs have become “hot” market items 
in movies, novels, television, and music. Because the media portrayed gang 
members as macho, hip, cool, and victims of racism, police brutality, and 
government oppression, the gang subculture became viewed in a glamorous 
and rewarding lifestyle.65

 However, Cheryl Maxson believes the most common reason for the pro-
liferation of gangs into smaller communities is that gang members often move 
with their families to suburbs or other traditionally safer areas to improve the 
quality of life and to be near relatives and friends.66 Other research suggests the 
recent appearance of gangs in communities that had not previously had gang 
problems is not the result of “migrated” gang members but, rather, the develop-
ment of loosely organized cliques of age-graded neighborhood adolescents who 
are growing up in areas characterized by declining local economic conditions 
and growing poverty.67 

Racial and Ethnic Variations in Gangs

Gangs differ signifi cantly in their organization and structure, leadership, cohe-
siveness, purpose, and sense of turf. Older perceptions of gangs as similar kinds 
of youth groups must be reconsidered in light of the ethnic and racial diversity 
of gangs today.

African American Gangs The most notable and widespread of the contem-
porary African American gangs are the Bloods and the Crips. These gangs have 
become essentially confederations of smaller sets or subsets. These sets are gen-
erally organized around neighborhoods and typically have between 20 and 30 
members although a few of the larger sets may have more than 100 members.
 African American gangs have little, if any, formal structure. But what these 
gangs lack in organizational structure, they make up in violence. Much of the 
violence stems from traditional rivalry and competition over turf, although fi ghts 
may start from something as minor as wearing a red hat in a Crips neighborhood 
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or showing the wrong hand sign in the wrong place. Violence between the Bloods 
and Crips also often results from both gangs’ involvement in the drug trade. 
The large amounts of money from narcotics sales allow them to purchase high-
powered, military-style automatic weapons. Unfortunately, many of those af-
fected by the violence of the Bloods and Crips are innocent victims caught in the 
crossfi re of a gang fi ght or in random drive-by shootings.68 Indeed, young Afri-
can American males between the ages of 14 and 24 (the prime age range for gang 
membership) are both the perpetrators and victims of homicide at rates that are 
10 to 30 times their proportion of the population.69

Hispanic Gangs Hispanic gangs are composed of youths whose ethnic back-
grounds include Mexican, Mexican American, Cuban, and Puerto Rican, among 
others (for a look at what has been called the most violent gang in the coun-
try, see Box 12-4). Hispanic gangs have shown a remarkable longevity over the 
decades, with multiple generations of family members being affi liated with the 
same gangs. Today, Hispanic gangs made up nearly half of the known gangs in 
Southern California, although only a small percentage of Hispanic youths have 
any gang affi liation. Nationally, 50 percent of all gang members are Hispanic.70

 Most Hispanic gangs are organized around age cohorts, or klikas, separated 
in age by 2 or 3 years, and are territorially based: “For gang members the word 
for gang and for neighborhood is identical. ‘Mi barrio’ refers equally to ‘my gang’ 
and ‘my neighborhood.’” The fi erce loyalty to one’s barrio is the basis for much 
intergang violence. “Gang members feel obliged to respond with violence in de-
fense of their barrio. This often involves repelling intruders—especially those 
from rival barrios—from the territory claimed by the gang.” Like all racial and 
ethnic groups, most Hispanic gang violence is intraracial, that is directed against 
other Hispanics. For instance, Alison Rhyne and Douglas Yearwood found 80 
percent of Hispanic gang violence is directed against other Hispanics.71

 Membership in Hispanic gangs is achieved through initiation rituals de-
signed to establish a member’s loyalty to the gang. The ritual typically consists 
of a beating at the hands of three or four members of the gang. Serious beatings 
in the initiation are rare since the intent is to see if and how the would-be mem-
ber stands up and defends him- or herself. The ritual is also intended to solidify 
the new member’s integration into the gang.72

 Much time is spent partying and drinking in casual settings or in more struc-
tured settings, ranging from residences, public parks, or isolated streets. There 
are typically two categories of partying. The fi rst involves more conventional 
family-oriented gatherings, such as weddings, birthday parties, baptisms, and 
barbecues. Both male and female gang members attend such parties where beer 
and marijuana are casually consumed. The second type of party is more sponta-
neous, likely to include only male gang members, and often involves heavy alco-
hol and poly-drug use.73 As Alice Cepeda and Avelardo Valdez note, “The pri-
mary objective, according to several respondents, is to get ‘loaded and high.’” 74

Asian American Gangs Asian juvenile gangs are a relatively new develop-
ment in the United States. According to Ko-lin Chin, the fi rst Asian youth gangs 
developed in the Chinese section of San Francisco in the 1950s and were com-
posed almost exclusively of American-born Chinese.75 But with the arrival of 
large numbers of Hong Kong–born Chinese in the 1960s, gangs such as the 
Wah Ching (Youths of China) were formed as rivals to American-born Chinese 
gangs. These gangs soon became involved in prostitution, drugs, gambling, and 
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extortion. The accumulation of money, rather than fi ghting with other gangs 
over turf, dominated gang activity.76 
 Indo-Chinese gangs, predominantly Vietnamese, are the most numerous 
among Asian gangs today. It has been estimated that there are more than 100 
Indo-Chinese gangs with thousands of members. The city of Westminster in 
Orange County, California, for example, has a population of 86,000 with about 
25 percent Asian, and most are Vietnamese refugees.77 Unlike Hispanic gangs, 
Vietnamese gangs are weakly connected to the local community and its institu-
tions. Rather, gangs are organized around personal friendships. Consequently, 
members “are more likely to attack local citizens and exploit the organizations 
that remain in the community.”78 Although dominated by Vietnamese youths, 
Cambodians, Hmong, Thais, and Laotians are also found in independent ethnic 
gangs or in mixed gangs. In addition to Indo-Chinese gangs, there are Pacifi c 

A 
growing security threat to the United 
States, Mexico, and Central America is 
the Mara Salvatrucha (rough translation 

is “mob of El Salvadoran youths on guard”), 
or MS-13 gang. In the course of El Salvador’s 
Civil War, children as young as 11 and 12 
years old were trained and used as soldiers. 
The war devastated the small nation and dis-
placed approximately one million Salvador-
ians, most came to the United States. Many 
of the youths had received military training in 
El Salvador, including training in explosives, 
booby traps, small arms, and hand-to-hand 
combat. El Salvadorian youths were not ac-
cepted by many of the Hispanic groups in Los 
Angeles and other American cities. As the 
youths became marginalized, they banded to-
gether for protection and formed what is now 
known as MS-13. 

Because El Salvador’s weak state created 
a breeding ground for criminal violence, MS-13 
engages in some of the most extreme forms 
of terror and violence of any gang. These acts 
include machine-gun killings, home invasion 
robberies, and machete attacks. Much of the 
gang violence that MS-13 commits is directed 
toward the Latin Kings, their chief rival among 
street gangs. Although originally organized in 
single cliques, MS-13 is creating alliances to 
better organize their criminal activity, which in-

cludes human smuggling, drug traffi cking, and 
an array of other crimes. MS-13 is located in 
33 states and has over 250,000 members in 
the United States. Members are distinguished 
by heavy tattooing covering the body and face. 

In addition to delinquency and violence, 
MS-13 poses a threat to national security. Al 
Qaeda and other Islamic terrorist groups are 
creating relationships with MS-13 because of 
their involvement in human traffi cking across 
the United States and Mexican border. This 
has the potential to create a major security 
concern for Americans. Ultimately, Los Mara 
Salvatrucha and other similar type gangs pose 
a serious threat to border security for Mexico, 
Central America, and the United States. Mara 
Salvatrucha recruits and manipulates vulner-
able youths. These youths provide fresh blood 
and expendable assets for the gang. The 
question is how the United States, Mexico, 
and Central American governments will react 
to this increasing threat.

Sources: Jeffrey Wenner, “MS-13 in Montgomery County 

Maryland,” Journal of Gang Research 11:23–28 (2004); An-

drew Grascia, “Gang Violence: Mara Salvatrucha—Forever 

Salvador,” Journal of Gang Research 11:29–36 (2004); Shelly 

Domash, “America’s Most Dangerous Gang,” Police: The Law 

Enforcement Magazine 29:30–34 (2005); Kevin Johnson, 

“MS-13 Gang Growing Extremely Dangerous, FBI Says,” USA 

TODAY, January 5, 2006:1A. 

MS-13
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Islander gangs composed of Filipino, Samoan, Tongan, Fijian, and Hawaiian 
youths as well as Japanese and Korean gangs.79

 A recent study of Southeast Asian gangs by Geoffrey Hunt and his col-
leagues reports that these gangs have little internal hierarchy or clearly defi ned 
leadership and a minimal concept of territory although they do have tattoos, 
colors, and patterned cigarette burns as symbols. Gang initiations are more in-
formal than those found in Hispanic gangs. Instead of “jumping in” ceremonies, 
Southeast Asian gangs were more likely to evaluate potential members through 
a process of “kicking back” or “hanging around” that could last from a few 
months to a year. Hunt and his colleagues conclude that the everyday life of 
Southeast Asian gang members is rather similar to that of other California gangs 
and that these gang members like other groups make a variety of attempts to 
deal with and transcend the mundane.80 Some Southeast Asian gangs operating 
in the United States have developed relatively unique patterns of violent crime, 
such as bank robbery and murders in which victims are bludgeoned to death.81 
Box 12-5 describes the violent crime of rape engaged in by some Hmong gangs. 

Native American Gangs Until recently, little attention had been paid to Na-
tive American youth gangs. Only in the 1990s did criminologists and police 
notice the emergence of these gangs. Attempting to estimate the number of Na-
tive American gangs and gang members is no less problematic than that posed 
in general gang research. However, Janice Joseph and Dorothy Taylor report the 
number of Native American gangs more than doubled between 1994 and 2002. 
Today, there are at least 113 Native gangs around the country with 55 gangs 
including 900 members on the Navajo Reservation in the four corners area of 
Arizona, Colorado, New Mexico, and Utah. Gang activity has been reported on 
all nine South Dakota reservations, as well as in cities ranging from Rapid City 
to Seattle to Albuquerque to Tulsa.82 Joseph Donnermeyer and his colleagues 
surveyed a sample of junior and senior high Native American youths in reserva-
tion and urban schools in several Western states and found that about 6 percent 
of males and 1 percent of females reported gang membership.83 In their survey 
of 212 middle school students on reservations in the upper Midwest, Les Whit-
beck and his colleagues found that 6 percent of males and 4 percent of females 
indicated that they were in gangs.84 
 Native American gangs generally do not refl ect traditional native culture, 
rather they identify with nationally recognized African American and Hispanic 
gangs. Native American gangs account for an increasing number of serious and 
violent crimes on reservations, including homicide, assault, rape, drug dealing, 
drive-by and walk-by shootings, and extortion. Marijuana is easily cultivated, 
and remote sections of reservations provide locations for setting up of metham-
phetamine labs. According to Joseph and Taylor, “Current trends indicate that 
Indian gangs are mirroring the gang activity occurring in the communities sur-
rounding Indian Country.”85 Liz Martinez notes that Indian authorities are con-
centrating their resources on arresting and prosecuting gang members primarily 
because of their disproportionate involvement in crime on reservations.86 

Gang Violence

Gang members pose a signifi cant danger to American society in terms of their 
involvement in the most violent forms of delinquency. Using the National Crime 
Victimization Survey, Erika Harrell discovered that between 6 and 10 percent 
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of all violent victimizations were reported by victims to be committed by gang 
members. According to the most recent data, this equated to nearly 400,000 
rapes, sexual assaults, robberies, aggravated assaults, and simple assaults com-
mitted by gang members. At the height of gang violence in 1994, gang mem-
bers accounted for more than 1.1 million violent victimizations. Aggravated 
assaults and robberies are the violent crimes most commonly committed by 

T
he number of Hmong gangs and the level 
of their criminal activity has been increas-
ing in severity over recent years. While 

they have become involved in a wide range 
of crimes, such as homicides, prostitution, 
home invasions, burglaries, auto thefts, and 
the sale and distribution of drugs, the crime 
of rape, and especially gang rape, represents 
a particular concern. Following the Vietnam 
War, many Hmong families immigrated to the 
United States, fi rst settling in California, Min-
nesota, and Wisconsin. Today, at least 36 
states have Hmong populations. According 
to Richard Straka, a street offi cer and inves-
tigator who has worked with the Hmong com-
munity for over 10 years, Hmong gangs began 
to appear in the St. Paul and Ramsey County, 
Minnesota, area in the mid-1980s. The fi rst 
Hmong gang in Minnesota, the Cobras, began 
as a group of teenage friends who played on 
a soccer team. By 1988, a number of 10- and 
11-year-old Hmong youths wanted to join the 
Cobras but were told they were too young. As a 
result, they started their own gang, the White 
Tigers. Their early crimes included breaking 
into gun shops to obtain weapons. By the late 
1990s, Hmong gangs were identifi ed as major 
players in local gang violence. In the summer 
of 1999, at least 22 reported shootings and 
the deaths of two were attributed to Hmong 
gangs. Most of the shootings occurred among 
four rival gangs: the White Tigers, the Oroville 
Mono Boys, the Purple Brothers, and the Ori-
ental Ruthless Boys. 

But Hmong gangs represent a violent threat 
to nongang members as well. The most fre-
quent and violent crimes against non-Hmong 
gang members is rape. The majority of the vic-

tims in the sexual assaults are juvenile Hmong 
females. In 1997 a number of girls 12 to 15 
years old had arranged to meet gang members 
through a message service. The victims went 
willingly with the boys thinking they were going 
for a ride or to a party. Instead, gang members 
took them to an attic of a garage or a house, 
turned off the lights or put a blanket over their 
heads, and raped them. The gang members 
called this “doing the Ninja” as the victim could 
not identify who had sexually assaulted her. 

Violent rape by Hmong gang members is 
not limited to Minnesota. In Warren, Michigan, 
several members of a Hmong gang were ar-
rested for repeatedly raping teenage girls who 
they had held prisoner for nearly 3 weeks. Au-
thorities in Fresno, California, reported a simi-
lar case in which at least 33 victims had been 
raped and held by gang members for periods 
ranging from 2 days to 3 months.

Hmong girls who have been sexually as-
saulted are hesitant to report the crimes. Af-
ter being raped, they fear being shunned by 
family members who would consider them 
“damaged” or having “shamed” them. Gang 
members use this to their advantage, telling 
the victims that “they were no good to their 
families and that the gang was now their fam-
ily.” Some of the victims stayed with the gang 
members even after they were raped. They 
felt that they had nowhere else to go because 
they feared their own families more than the 
gang members.

Sources: Richard Straka, “The Violence of Hmong Gangs and 

the Crime of Rape,” FBI Law Enforcement Bulletin, February: 

12–16 (2003); John Wang, “A Preliminary Profi le of Laotian/

Hmong Gangs: A California Perspective,” Journal of Gang Re-

search 9:1–14 (2002).
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gang members; however, they also commit a disproportionate number of mur-
ders. Based on the FBI’s Supplemental Homicide Reports, gang youths commit 
between 5 and 7 percent of total murders and between 8 and 10 percent of 
fi rearm-perpetrated murders each year.87 
 Although gang violence is a national problem, it is often more destructive 
within certain communities (see Box 12-6). For instance, police departments 
in major cities, such as Denver, often underreport the magnitude of crimes com-
mitted by gang members. A recent investigative report by Denver media analysts 
found that the number of gang crimes per year was 10 times the number re-

I
n many American cities, gangs are respon-
sible for a disproportionate number of ho-
micides. During the late 20th century, gang 

homicides in Chicago increased almost 500 
percent and accounted for 25 percent of all 
murders in the city. In Los Angeles, nearly 50 
percent of homicides in Los Angeles County 
were gang-related. In Boston, about 1,300 
gang members, who comprised less than 1 
percent of their age group, were collectively 
responsible for 60 percent of all youth homi-
cides in the city. 

According to Scott Decker, the quick rise 
and fall of gang homicide is consistent with 
the organization of gangs and its generally 
weak leadership. Most gangs are loosely or-
ganized and seemingly waiting for something 
to unite them. The uniting element is a real or 
perceived threat from some “out” group, usu-
ally a similarly disorganized set of youths from 
another neighborhood or ethnic group. Very 
quickly, the threat is framed as an enemy to 
the gang. This serves to increase cohesion of 
the gang and justify the use of violence to “re-
spond” to the real or perceived threat posed 
by the gang’s enemy. Some short-lived act of 
violence, such as a drive-by shooting, occurs 
and rapidly deescalates until the process be-
gins again. Decker described this process in 
seven steps:

1. Loose bonds to the gang.

2.  Collective identification of threat from a 
rival gang, which reinforces the use of 

violence, expands the number of gang 
members, and increases cohesion.

3.  A mobilizing event possibly, but not nec-
essarily, violence.

4. Escalation of activity.

5. Violent event (e.g., homicide).

6. Rapid deescalation.

7. Retaliation.

Subsequent research has supported this 
model of gang homicides, in fact, Jesenia 
Pizarro and Jean McGloin found it was a bet-
ter explanation of gang homicide than social 
disorganization theory. Given the haphazard 
nature of gang organization and violence, they 
believe that controlling gang access to lethal 
weapons and encouraging youth involvement 
in structured activities can reduce lethal vio-
lence among adolescents. 

Sources: Scott Decker, “Collective and Normative Features 

of Gang Violence,” Justice Quarterly 13:342–264 (1996); 

Richard Rosenfeld, Timothy Bray, and Arlen Egley, “Facili-

tating Violence: A Comparison of Gang-Motivated, Gang-Af-

fi liated, and Non-Gang Youth Homicides,” Journal of Quan-

titative Criminology 15:495–516 (1999); George Tita and 

Allan Abrahamse, Gang Homicide in Los Angeles, 1981–2001 

(Sacramento: California Attorney General’s Offi ce, 2004); 

Jesenia Pizarro and Jean McGloin, “Explaining Gang Homi-

cides in Newark, New Jersey: Collective Behavior or Social 

Disorganization?” Journal of Criminal Justice 34:195–207 

(2006). 
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Does “gangsta-
rap” glorify the 

senseless violence of 
gang life or provide 

a glimpse into a 
world largely hidden 

from mainstream 
America? In what 

ways is gangsta-
rap indicative 

of an antisocial 
subculture?  

ported by police.88 In Compton and other areas of south-central Los Angeles, it 
is not uncommon to have one or two gang homicides per day.89 
 Comparing matched samples of gang members and at-risk youths from four 
high-crime neighborhoods, Ronald Huff found that gang members were 20 
times more likely than at-risk adolescents to participate in a drive-by shooting, 
10 times more likely to commit murder, 8 times more likely to commit robbery, 
and 3 times more likely to assault someone in public. The criminality of gang 
members is so pronounced that Matt DeLisi and his colleagues concluded:

In addition to various forms of violence, gang members commit antisocial acts 
such as randomly intimidating or assaulting patrons in shopping centers and 
grocery stores, using and selling drugs in school, and assaulting their teach-
ers during class. Even among samples of youths characterized by multiple risk 
factors for delinquency and violence, gang members are noteworthy for their 
strident criminality.90 

 Two signifi cant differences between contemporary youth gangs and those 
of earlier decades are that many of today’s gangs are exceptionally violent and 
much of that violence occurs within school settings (see Chapter 11). In some 
instances, gangs have taken effective control of urban high schools. Gang vio-
lence and other gang activities in public schools had reached startling levels by 
the 1970s. Gang operations have been identifi ed at all three levels of schools, in-
cluding elementary, middle school, and high school. Serious assaults have been 
directed by gang members against other gang members, teachers, and fellow 
students.
 However, most gang violence occurs outside school settings. Violence per-
petrated by members of youth gangs in major cities began to rise dramatically 
in the late 20th century. Walter Miller attributes the growth of gang violence 
during this period largely to a single factor, guns. By the mid 1970s, many youth 
gangs were giving up their traditional zip guns, chains, and knives and turn-
ing to revolvers, shotguns, and semi-automatic rifl es. Miller predicted that the 
problem would become worse, more violent, and more confrontational with law 

To avoid gang 

violence, should 

prison populations 

be segregated based 

on gang affi liation? 

Would such a policy 

be construed as 

acquiescence to the 

criminal element? 

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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enforcement agencies. His prediction was correct. Youth gang homicides clearly 
increased. While gang-related killings in major gang cities totaled 633 in 1980, 
Chicago and Los Angeles alone accounted for more than 1,000 gang homicides 
in 1994. With more weapons available, with more gang members carrying guns, 
and with the reality that gangs often attract young males who enjoy violence, 
increased levels of serious violence came as no surprise.91 
 Gang homicides appear to have declined signifi cantly after 1995 in most 
large cities that had been reporting large numbers of gang homicides. However, 
gang-related homicides doubled in Southern California’s Orange County in re-
cent years, and increases in gang violence have recently been reported in other 
cities around the nation in the early twenty-fi rst century.92 For instance, more 
than half of the over 1,000 homicides in Los Angeles and Chicago were gang-
related. In 171 other major American cities, about 25 percent of homicides were 
gang-related, and in 2004, U.S. cities experienced an 11 percent increase in gang 
homicides over the previous eight-year average.93 

Drugs and Drug Dealing by Gangs

In the summer of 2006, police in three states arrested more than 30 people with 
ties to the Mickey Cobras, a street gang based in the Dearborn Homes Apart-
ments in Chicago. The gang had been selling a deadly type of heroin that was 
mixed with the powerful (often fatal) painkiller fentanyl. The drug concoction 
killed nearly 150 people and resulted in several hundred nonfatal drug over-
doses.94 The incident underscored the public belief that gang members are exten-
sively involved in drugs and drug dealing. Are gang members more likely than 
nongang members to use drugs? The answer is yes, and they are more likely to 
do so in conjunction with other delinquent activity. Arielle Baskin-Sommers and 
Ira Sommers’ study of methamphetamine users found that 35 percent of regu-
lar drug users committed a violent crime while under the infl uence. Of these 
violent offenders, nearly 30 percent were either active gang members or actively 
involved in the drug trade.95 Jeffrey Fagan found gang members to be about 
twice as likely to use drugs and to use them more often than youths who are not 
involved in gangs.96 Dana Peterson and her colleagues found gang youths to be 
disproportionately involved in drug use and that for many gang members their 
initiation into the gang was a precursor to their use of drugs.97 Scott Decker 
and David Curry report that gang members are not only more likely to use and 
sell serious drugs, such as cocaine, but also are more likely than nongang ado-
lescents to commit homicides primarily during the course of drug activity.98 In-
deed, the drug activity of gang members with all of the negative consequences 
that it produces has been likened to a public health epidemic.99 
 Are juvenile gangs extensively involved in drug traffi cking? Ronald Huff re-
ports that his study of four communities in Colorado, Ohio, and Florida found 
that gang members were extensively involved in drug sales, especially cocaine 
and marijuana, and that gang members sell signifi cantly more cocaine than non-
gang youths.100 George Knox and his colleagues’ study of over 4,000 gang mem-
bers from 17 states found that 82 percent of gang members reported that their 
gang has sold crack cocaine. In addition, drug traffi cking for profi t was one of 
the primary reasons for their gangs’ existence.101 
 However, gang involvement in the drug trade appears to vary by ethnicity 
and locale. African American gangs are more involved in drug traffi cking than 
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Hispanic, Asian, or white gangs.102 Jeffrey Fagan notes that in Los Angeles, Chi-
cano gangs sell small quantities of marijuana, but the crack and cocaine trade 
is dominated by African American gangs. In New York, the crack trade is not 
controlled or dominated by any particular group of street gangs.103

 The National Youth Gang Center surveyed over 1,000 police and sheriffs’ 
departments and reported that 43 percent of the drug sales in their jurisdictions 
involved gang members, although the degree of involvement varied extensively. 
For instance, only about 25 percent of gang members selling drugs were seen as 
doing so at a “high” level, and nearly half were involved at a “low” level. Al-
though gangs are involved in drug dealing, respondents indicated that gangs did 
not control or manage most of the drug distribution in their jurisdictions.104 
 Some take issue with police, criminologists, and the media who overempha-
size the gang–drug connection. Malcolm Klein argues that drug gangs and street 
gangs are not the same. More important, most street gangs simply do not have 
the necessary leadership, cohesiveness, sense of loyalty and secretiveness, or nar-
row focus on the mechanics of drug sales. Rather, Klein says that typical street 
gangs have shifting leadership, intermediate levels of cohesiveness, frequently 
broken codes of honor, and very versatile and independent criminal involve-
ments. Because of these reasons, Klein believes that gangs are lousy mechanisms 
for drug distribution.105 Similarly, James Inciardi and his colleagues’ study of 
drug use and serious delinquency found that only about 5 percent of the street 
youths in their sample had ever been involved in gangs. Most youths involved in 
drug distribution saw little reason to belong to gangs.106 
 Unfortunately, criminological studies often rely on small samples and are 
not necessarily refl ective of national trends in gang activity. The assessment of 
the threats posed by gangs from criminal justice practitioners is often more stark 
than the assessments made by academics (see Box 12-7). For example, each year 
the National Alliance of Gang Investigators Associations (NAGIA), a consor-
tium of over 10,000 gang investigators in law enforcement and intelligence com-
munities produces a national gang threat assessment. On the topic of drugs, the 
NAGIA reports that gangs are the primary distributors of drugs throughout the 
United States and that many of the fasting-growing gang-related problems per-
tain to drug traffi cking.107 

FEMALE GANG DELINQUENCY

It is diffi cult to obtain reliable estimates of the number of female gang mem-
bers. Research suggests that girls may comprise up to 38 percent of all gang 
members.108 However, the National Youth Gang Survey reports that less than 
10 percent of gang members identifi ed by law enforcement were female. Such a 
wide range likely refl ects the type of data being used with the lower estimates 
generally based on offi cial data and higher estimates utilizing self-report mea-
sures.109 While the majority of gang boys are in all-male gangs, most girls join 
gangs with mixed gender composition. For instance, the National Youth Gang 
Survey reports about 39 percent of all youth gangs had female members and that 
only 2 percent of gangs were identifi ed as predominantly female.110 
 Gang girls are much more likely to be involved in delinquency, especially 
serious delinquency than are nongang females. In general, gang girls commit 
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fewer violent crimes than gang boys and are more inclined to commit property 
crime and status offenses.111 Based on in-depth interviews with 27 female gang 
members in St. Louis, Jody Miller and Scott Decker noted that although girls are 
less often involved in violent crime than are boys, fully 85 percent of the girls 
reported having hit someone with the idea of hurting them.112 Finn Esbensen 
and his colleagues surveyed nearly 6,000 eighth-graders in 42 different schools. 
While gang boys reported more delinquencies than the girls, 39 percent of the 
gang girls reported attacking someone with a weapon, 21 percent indicated that 
they had shot at someone, 78 percent said they had been involved in gang fi ghts, 
and 65 percent claimed to have carried hidden weapons.113 Gang girls are also 
more likely to be heavier and more frequent users of drugs than nongang girls. 
Geoffrey Hunt and his colleagues conducted interviews with 168 female who 
were currently gang members. Nearly two-thirds of the females reported using 
marijuana more than 50 times, with about one-fi fth using marijuana on a daily 
basis. In addition, over 80 percent of the female gang members reported regu-
lar or somewhat regular use of such drugs as cocaine, crack, LSD, heroin, and 
methamphetamine.114 
 Gang girl criminality, however, may be a function of the sex structure of 
the gang. Girls in sex-balanced gangs were signifi cantly less likely than the gang 
boys to engage in violent offenses, carry weapons, undertake drug sales, and 
become involved in serious property offenses. Offending by girls in majority-

T
he National Alliance of Gang Investigators 
Alliances (NAGIA) is comprised of 15 state 
and regional gang investigators associa-

tions, representing over 10,000 gang investi-
gators across the country and gang practitio-
ners from the Federal Bureau of Investigation, 
Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and 
Explosives, National Drug Intelligence Center, 
and others. The NAGIA conducts a national 
survey to produce a national gang threat as-
sessment. Highlights include

• Gangs are the primary distributors of 
drugs throughout the United States.

• Gangs are increasingly associating with 
organized crime organizations from Mexico, 
Russia, and several nations in Asia.

• Few gangs have been found to associate 
with domestic terrorist organizations, but 
gang members are most susceptible to these 
influences while in prison.

• There is increased fluidity between delin-
quent street gangs and prison gangs.

• Hispanic gang membership is increasing 
and spreading throughout the country.

• Indian Country is reporting escalating lev-
els of gang activity and crime.

• About 31 percent of communities refuse 
to acknowledge a gang problem despite evi-
dence to the contrary. 

• Gang activity around schools and college 
campuses has increased.

• Depending on the region of the country, 
gangs are disproportionately responsible for 
the trafficking of marijuana, cocaine, crack 
cocaine, and methamphetamine.

Source: National Alliance of Gang Investigators Associations, 

2005 National Gang Threat Assessment (Washington, DC: 

Bureau of Justice Assistance, 2006).

The National Gang Threat Assessment
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male gangs was more likely to refl ect similar levels of involvement in delinquent 
activities as male members. Finally, girls in majority-female or all-female gangs 
reported signifi cantly less delinquency than males in all-male gangs. 
 Gang girls are much less likely to be victims of violence than are gang boys, 
although much more likely than nongang females. Their lower rates of violent 
victimization are attributed to a number of factors: Gang boys tend to exclude 
them from potentially violent activities, girls’ peripheral status as gang members 
reduces the likelihood of their being targets of violence by rival gang members, 
and girls are protected by male gang members against predatory males in the 
community. 
 Females, like their male counterparts, are generally initiated into gangs 
through a process of being “beaten in” or being required to assault a rival gang 
member or to participate in a serious crime. Some girls are tattooed with gang 
symbols, while others may be “blessed in” by gang members praying over the 
girl. More problematic are initiations where a girl is “sexed in,” meaning the 
girl is required to have intercourse with multiple male gang members. Girls who 
are sexed into a gang are at much greater risk for continued sexual mistreatment 
and exploitation and are generally viewed by male and female gang members as 
weak, promiscuous, and subject to contempt and disrespect.115 
 Girls join gangs for many reasons, although many young females see the 
gang as an escape from family problems. Joan Moore and John Hagedorn re-
port that in the Hispanic gangs they studied, girls were more likely than boys 
to come from families that were abusive. The parents of gang girls were also 
more likely to be alcoholic or heroin users.116 Jody Miller also reports that gang 
girls are more likely to come from very dysfunctional families. For example, 71 
percent of the gang girls in her study reported serious family problems, such 
as violence, drug addiction, and drug or alcohol abuse, compared to only 26 
percent of nongang girls.117 Anne Campbell’s study of mixed-sex gangs in New 
York City suggests that girls generally join gangs to escape the isolation they ex-
perienced in their families while growing up. The girls she studied looked to the 
gang for a sense of belonging, for loyalty in relationships, and for unconditional 
acceptance.118 
 Other research suggests a rather different relationship between gang girls 
and their families. Geoffrey Hunt and his colleagues report that gang girls main-
tain strong ties to family members, especially mothers, sisters, and other female 
relatives, and that these family connections are signifi cant elements of social 
support. In many ways, gangs are seen as extensions of their families. These 
girls had grown up around gangs and gang activities, and gangs were simply 
part of their daily lives. Fully 96 percent of the girls said they had family mem-
bers who had been, or were currently, members of gangs.119 
 Some girls may “choose” to join gangs because they believe there is no other 
choice. According to Alan Turley, who studied female gang members in the six 
largest cities in Texas:

Girls feel they have no choice; that eventually the male gang members will have 
them (sexually), so it makes sense to the girls to submit to the gang, rather than 
becoming female prey for the gang.120 

On the other hand, in her study of Hispanic gangs in California, Mary Harris 
found that girls became members of gangs in a manner similar to joining other 
teenage groups. They were not pressured or coerced into membership but entered 
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gangs through friendships and family ties. Once in the gang, the girl soon took 
on the attitudes of other gang members, including the willingness to fi ght, to 
be “bad,” to be “tough,” and to use drugs. And although she may have entered 
the gang through family ties, the gang soon became the girl’s primary reference 
group, demanding stronger loyalty than either family or school. But fi ghting or 
engaging in potentially violent confrontations are not the dominant activities of 
gang girls any more than of gang boys. Rather, most gang girls (and boys) spend 
the greater part of their time together simply hanging out—watching television, 
listening to the radio, playing music or video games or cards, drinking beer, or 
smoking marijuana.121

GANGS AND JUVENILE JUSTICE

Several strategies for responding to the problem of youth gangs have been devel-
oped. These strategies include neighborhood mobilization approaches popular 
in the 1920s and 1930s; social intervention programs popular in the 1940s and 
1950s; programs aimed at creating social and economic opportunities for inner 
city and at-risk youths used in the 1960s; the suppression efforts that emerged 
in the 1970s and 1980s; and the intervention and prevention strategies that 
have been given more emphasis in recent years. Even though suppression strate-
gies continue to dominate the fi eld today, many intervention and prevention pro-
grams are being pursued in schools and communities around the country. For 
many gang experts, suppression strategies combined with intervention programs 
appear to be the most promising approaches.122

 Many law enforcement agencies have created special gang-units as a re-
sponse to the growing gang problem. Today, there are an estimated 400 police 
gang-units in the United States, and over 85 percent of them have been estab-
lished in the past decade.123 About 36 percent of national law enforcement agen-
cies (51 percent in large cities) have specialized units primarily assigned to com-
bat delinquent gangs. Almost 50 percent of national law enforcement agencies 
use fi rearm suppression initiatives to address gang violence.124 Police gang sup-
pression strategies involve a variety of activities. The key elements in police gang 
suppression involve understanding the nature and scope of the community gang 
problem, gathering information and intelligence into a comprehensive database, 
and developing strategies that will ultimately incapacitate gang leaders and the 
most violent and criminally involved members and associates.125

Suppression

Suppression is a police response to gangs and includes selective surveillance, ar-
rest, and prosecution of gang members. A number of states have attempted to 
suppress the growing gang problem by revising existing laws or by establishing 
entirely new legislation aimed at both gang members and gang behaviors. These 
laws make it possible for authorities to charge gang youths with basic criminal 
offenses as well as to use conspiracy laws to target gang members who may not 
have been physically present during the commission of a crime. In some states, 
conviction for a gang-related crime may limit the range of possible sentences 

M4313.indb   410M4313.indb   410 8/23/07   4:10:43 PM8/23/07   4:10:43 PM



c h a p t e r  1 2 Peer Group and Gang Delinquency 411

or may carry an automatic maximum sentence (see Box 12-8). At the federal 
level, the Violent Crime Control and Law Enforcement Act of 1994 included 
provisions allowing federal prosecutors to try juvenile gang members as adults if 
the juvenile played a leadership role in an organization, or otherwise infl uenced 
other persons to take part in criminal activities, involving the use or distribution 
of controlled substances or fi rearms.126

 One of the most common suppression strategies is the neighborhood 
“sweep” in which a large number of offi cers sweep through a neighborhood, 
arresting and detaining known or suspected gang members. Another strategy 
involves “hot spot targeting” of known gang members and their hideouts. Po-
lice select certain gangs for intensive or saturated surveillance and harassment 
in an effort to apply pressure and send a message of deterrence. For instance, 
the Dallas Police Department conducted its Anti-Gang Initiative targeting fi ve 
areas of the city that were home to seven of the city’s most violent gangs. The 
suppression strategy included saturation or high visibility patrols in target areas 
in which suspected gang members were stopped and frisked, aggressive curfew 
enforcement whenever suspected gang members were encountered, and aggres-
sive enforcement of truancy laws and regulations. An evaluation of the program 
conducted by Eric Fritsch and his colleagues found that gang-related violence 
decreased in both target and control areas, although the decrease was more sub-
stantial in targeted areas (57 percent versus 37 percent).127 Programs produced 
similarly positive outcomes in Boston, Minneapolis, and Indianapolis.128 
 Sometimes suppression efforts produce unexpected outcomes. Susan Pop-
kin and her associates evaluated an anti-drug initiative in the Chicago Housing 
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A
s the gang problem continues to grow, 
an increasing number of states and lo-
cal communities are turning to new an-

tigang legislation or to new interpretations of 
existing statutes to crack down on gangs and 
gang members. Included in these efforts are 
the use of the federal Racketeer Infl uenced 
and Corrupt Organization (RICO) Act and the 
Street Terrorism Enforcement and Prevention 
(STEP) Acts, based on the RICO model; the 
creation of Safe School Zones; and the use of 
civil gang injunctions and public congregation 
ordinances.

The RICO Act was signed into law in 1970 
and was used for nearly two decades to fi ght 
the Mafi a and other adult organized-crime 
groups. Today, however, prosecutors are turn-
ing to the RICO laws as a weapon against en-
trenched youth gangs partly because these 
laws allow prosecutors to charge gang mem-
bers for simply being part of a criminal en-
terprise. This means that the more insulated 
and protected higher level leaders of gangs 
can be prosecuted for the criminal activities 
of street-level members.

STEP Acts use a pattern of specifi ed crimes 
as the basis for increasing sentences of 
youths convicted of gang-related crimes and 
mandating the forfeiture of a street gang’s 
assets. Typically, the Acts link defi nitions of 
“criminal street gang,” “pattern of criminal 
gang activity,” and “participation in a criminal 
street gang.” According to the California STEP 
Act, criminal gang activity is the commission 
of one or more of seven predicate offenses on 
two or more separate occasions, while a crimi-
nal street gang is defi ned as an ongoing group 
that has as one of its primary activities the 
commission of one or more of the predicate 
crimes and also has a common name or com-
mon identifying sign or symbol. Participation in 
a criminal street gang is considered a separate 
offense to avoid violating constitutional rights 
of free association. By keeping precise records 
pertaining to gang incidents, the police assist 
prosecutors in targeting gang participants.

Some states, such as Illinois, have en-
acted Safe School Zone laws that enhance 
penalties for certain weapons violations that 
occur within 1,000 feet of a school, public 
housing property, or a public park. Violations 
include possessing a silencer or machine gun 

or carrying a pistol, revolver, stun gun, fi re-
arm, or ballistic knife when hooded, robed, or 
masked. However, a federal Safe School Zone 
law prohibiting the mere possession of a gun 
within 1,000 feet of a school was deemed 
unconstitutional.

Local governments also have begun to 
wage a turf war against gangs using a variety of 
ordinances including curfew laws, antiloitering 
laws, and civil gang injunctions. In addition, 
some courts are using nuisance-abatement 
injunctions against street activities of gang 
members, effectively prohibiting their congre-
gating in public space. For example, the San 
Fernando, California, city council passed an 
ordinance prohibiting active gang members 
with recent histories of violent crime from 
entering its Las Palmas Park. Violation of the 
ordinance could result in a citation and a fi ne 
of up to $250. However, the Supreme Court, 
in Chicago v. Morales, held that a Chicago anti-
loitering law targeting gang members by pro-
hibiting the gathering of two or more people 
in any public place was unconstitutional and 
vague. The Court stated that “in this instance 
the city has enacted an ordinance that affords 
too much discretion to the police and too little 
notice to citizens who wish to use the public 
streets.”

Today, at least 30 jurisdictions use civil 
gang injunctions. Fully half of those jurisdic-
tions are located in southern California with 
another four in northern California. The city 
of Los Angeles has obtained 17 injunctions. 
Injunctions prohibit a variety of behaviors, 
including associating with known gang mem-
bers; using public pay phones, cell phones, or 
pages; and engaging in vandalism, drug deal-
ing, or trespassing on private property.

Sources: Jamilah Owens and Robert Boehmer, “New Anti-

Gang Laws in Effect” (Chicago: Illinois Criminal Justice Infor-

mation Authority, 1993); Matthew Purdy, “Using the Racke-

teering Law to Bring Down Street Gangs,” The New York Times, 

October 19, 1994:A1, B5; Claire Johnson, Barbara Webster, 

and Edward Connors, Prosecuting Gangs: A National Assess-

ment (Washington, DC: National Institute of Justice, 1995); 

Malcolm Klein, The American Street Gang: Its Nature, Preven-

tion and Control (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 

p. 184; U.S. v. Lopez 514 U.S. 549 (1995); Chicago v. Morales 

527 U.S. 41 (1999); Cheryl Maxson, “Civil Gang Injunctions: 

The Ambiguous Case of the National Migration of a Gang En-

forcement Strategy,” pages 375–389 in Finn Esbensen, Ste-

phen Tibbetts, and Larry Gaines (eds.), American Youth Gangs 

at the Millennium (Long Grove, IL: Waveland Press, 2004).

Using the Law to Get Tough on Gangs
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Authority. Although the program reduced drug sales and disorder, residents felt 
more vulnerable to gangs that lived in the projects because they retaliated against 
residents who cooperated with police. Another unintended consequence was that 
power vacuums were created after gang leaders were arrested and detained. This 
contributed to more violence and disorder.129 Suppression efforts alone often 
cannot reduce gang problems; however, when paired with prevention, it is more 
effective. Arresting gang youths is only part of the equation; prosocial alterna-
tives and other programs need to be provided as alternatives to gang-life.130 In-
deed, Anthony Braga and his colleagues report that antigang initiatives that bal-
ance crime-control and social services produce the strongest and most enduring 
effects.131 
 Another suppression strategy involves establishing specialized prosecutor 
programs to target gangs. Responsibilities of these specialized units include co-
ordinating their efforts with law enforcement, creating and managing databases 
designed to track gangs and gang members, and the vertical prosecution of gang 
members. Vertical prosecutions involve a process by which an attorney or a small 
group of attorneys is assigned to gang cases and is responsible for handling them 
from inception to sentencing.132 For example, in Orange County, California, a 
gang reduction program brought together the police, probation department, and 
prosecutor’s offi ce to create the Tri-Agency Resource/Gang Enforcement Team 
(TARGET). This approach permitted them to merge gang member identifi ca-
tion, fi eld interviews, enforcement, case preparation, witness support, vertical 
prosecution, sentencing, and probation into a single collaborative effort. Other 
gang prosecution programs around the country include

• Transfers to adult court for juvenile gang members.

• Forfeiture of cars used in drive-by shootings.

• Enhanced penalties for crimes committed near schools.

• Enhanced penalties for graffi ti writing.

• Prosecution for gang recruitment.

•  Prosecution for criminal conspiracy under federal RICO and similar state 
laws in cases of drug sales and other applicable crimes.133 

Injunction/Abatement 

An injunction or abatement is a civil process in which gang members are prohib-
ited from engaging in mundane activities, such as loitering at schools or hanging 
out on street corners, and face arrest if they participate in these activities. Basi-
cally, gangs are defi ned as a public nuisance, which is anything that is injurious to 
health, indecent or offensive, or an obstruction of free use of property that inter-
feres with the enjoyment of life. When gang members violate the civil injunction, 
they are issued a temporary restraining order, much like defendants in domes-
tic violence cases. When gang members violate the temporary restraining order, 
they are legally held in contempt of court and can be charged in civil or crimi-
nal court.134 Nationally, about 12 percent of agencies use abatement ordinances 
and 6 percent use civil gang injunctions.135 Sometimes, injunctions creatively at-
tempt to reduce gang delinquency. For example, in Cicero, Illinois, police had 
the vehicles of gang members towed to remove them from town. According to 
offi cials, the city could seek injunctive relief to abate the public nuisance (gangs). 
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The American Civil Liberties Union challenged the towing policy, and it was vol-
untarily suspended by the city.136 
 Do gang injunctions work? Cheryl Maxson and her colleagues evaluated a 
gang injunction in fi ve neighborhoods in San Bernardino, California. Residents 
were surveyed about their perceptions and experiences with gangs 18 months 
before and 6 months after the gang injunction. In the most gang-ridden areas, 
the injunction resulted in less gang presence, fewer reports of gang intimidation, 
and less fear of confrontation with gang members. However, areas that previ-
ously had fewer gang problems reported more gang presence presumably due to 
the gang members fl eeing the injunction area. Even with these mixed fi ndings, 
total fear of crime was reduced in all neighborhoods.137 

Intervention and Prevention

Not all gang experts believe the gang problem should be viewed in an “us versus 
them” context or that policy responses should be focused exclusively on sup-
pression. Some criminologists think gangs and the problems they present are 
best considered within their social, economic, and cultural context.138 For ex-
ample, John Hagedorn argues that the growth of gangs in “rustbelt cities,” such 
as Milwaukee, is largely the product of the emerging African American urban 
underclass. Growing unemployment, poverty, and the fl ight from the cities by 
both whites and upwardly mobile blacks have left the underclass behind in the 
inner city. As the poverty of the minority underclass increases, old gangs repo-
sition themselves, new gangs emerge, and gangs generally get stronger, draw-
ing from the increasing number of school dropouts and under- or unemployed 
youths looking for the only jobs in town. Moreover, the social organization of 
the community, the social cohesion, friendship ties, and willingness to establish 
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and participate in informal social controls are negatively affected by joblessness. 
This means creating jobs and improving educational opportunities for the urban 
underclass.139 
 The federal Offi ce of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention recently 
created a gang reduction program that supports local gang prevention and in-
tervention program in gang-plagued communities. One of the most successful 
programs is Homeboy Industries in Los Angeles. Homeboys Industries is a job-
training program that educates, trains, and fi nds jobs for at-risk youths and gang 
members. Among the programs and jobs that Homeboy Industries provides is 
silk-screening, maintenance, food service, car detailing, restaurants, and baker-
ies. Several free services, such as tattoo removal, counseling, job referrals, and 
life-skills training, are provided. The program is so successful that First Lady 
Laura Bush visited Homeboy Industries in April 2005 as part of her Helping 
America’s Youth Initiative.140

 Many communities have turned to intervention and prevention programs 
that target youths before they join gangs. Contemporary approaches evolved out 
of programs developed during the late 1960s and early 1970s, in which street 
workers also known as “detached workers” were assigned by social service 
agencies to work directly with gang members. Current programs target at-risk 
youths in the community who have not yet joined gangs; they are intended to 
help youths develop positive social relationships and fi nd alternatives to gang 
participation. These programs use combinations of community-, school-, and 
family-based strategies, including

• Youth outreach programs.

• Establishment of community centers.

• Employment and training assistance.

• School dropout services.

• Multicultural training for teachers.

• Family intervention and training.

• Substance abuse counseling.

• Confl ict mediation programs.

• Recreational activities.

 According to Ronald Huff, intervention and prevention programs should be 
multilevel and multifaceted in light of the fact that serious adolescent gang be-
havior typically is the result of multiple factors. Programs should address family 
and peer issues, the child’s psychological needs, school adjustment problems, 
and any ecological or neighborhood disorganization factors that affect the child. 
Finally, Huff believes that if these programs are to bring about “signifi cant and 
sustainable change in youth behavior,” they must be systematic and long-term 
lasting a minimum of 2 years.141 
 One program receiving considerable attention is Gang Resistance Education 
and Training (G.R.E.A.T.), a curriculum taught by police offi cers to elemen-
tary and middle school students. G.R.E.A.T. students are given the opportu-
nity to discover for themselves the ramifi cations of gang violence through struc-
tured exercises and interactive approaches to learning. The offi cers and teachers 
work together to teach students to set goals for themselves, resist peer pressure, 
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reduce impulsive behavior, enhance self-esteem, and learn to make better 
choices, thereby leading to reduced gang affi liation and delinquent activity. Re-
cent evaluations of G.R.E.A.T. suggest that the program is working. Students 
who go through the G.R.E.A.T. program are less likely than peers who did not 
go through the program to become involved in gangs or to engage in most indi-
cators of delinquency, including drug use, property crimes, and crimes against 
the person. These studies also indicate that G.R.E.A.T. is more effective for 
youth who are at higher risk for gang affi liation and delinquency, specifi cally, 
young minority males.142 

For many youths, next to the family the peer group contains the people they 
spend most of their time with. Their social world often revolves around their 
peers. Through peers, youths search for identity, acceptance, and meaning. Peer 
groups are important in the socialization of adolescents, but they also provide 
opportunities for youths to develop values, attitudes, and behaviors contrary 
to those of many adults. Many behaviors engaged in by peer groups involve de-
linquency. Adolescents who have delinquent friends will also be more likely to 
become delinquent.

However, most of the criminological research on the relationship between 
peers and delinquency centers on gangs. There is a mythology about gangs that 
depicts them as organized and cohesive, with strong leadership and an orienta-
tion to protecting their turf. Criminologists have found that, by and large, these 
characteristics do not accurately describe what most gangs are or do. It has been 
found that gangs do appeal to minorities and lower-class youths in large cit-
ies, that gang members have important problems as adolescents, and that they
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In high-crime 
neighborhoods, 

contact with police 
offi cers is a normal 

occurrence. How has 
the normalization of 

crime and violence 
in high-crime areas 

desensitized residents 
to getting arrested 
or going to prison? 
Does the criminal 
justice system lose 
its effectiveness as 

a deterrent when 
it has become so 

commonplace? 
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c h a p t e r  1 2 Peer Group and Gang Delinquency 417

learn to cope by being aggressive, even against other members in the gang. Ad-
ditionally, recent studies suggest that gang violence is increasing at a serious rate 
and that much of the current gang violence is related to competition in drug 
markets.

While legislative, law enforcement, and community strategies to combat 
gangs have varied greatly over the past century, there is little evidence they have 
been successful at stemming the tide of gangs. Like delinquency in general, gang 
delinquency ultimately brings youths into contact with the police, the juvenile 
and criminal courts, and the correctional system. Therefore, the fi nal section 
of the text explores each component of the justice system and how each one re-
sponds to juvenile delinquency.

Enhancement model Adolescents who are already involved in delinquency are most apt 

to join a gang (selection) but, after joining, their delinquency is likely to increase signifi -

cantly (facilitation). 

Facilitation model A “kind of group” explanation that suggests the normative structure of 

the gang along with group processes and dynamics increase delinquency among youths. 

Injunction or abatement A civil process in which gang members are prohibited from en-

gaging in mundane activities, such as loitering at schools or hanging out on street cor-

ners, and face arrest if they participate in these activities.

Klikas Age cohorts within Hispanic gangs.

Member-based defi nition Defi ning a crime as gang-related when a gang member or mem-

bers are either the perpetrators or the victims, regardless of the motive.

Motive-based defi nition Defi ning a crime as gang-related when committed by a gang 

member or members in which the underlying reason is to further the interests and activi-

ties of the gang. 

Peer groups Groups of youths of similar ages and interests.

Selection model A “kind of person” explanation of gang initiation that argues adolescents 

with a strong propensity for delinquency seek out gangs. 

Suppression A police response to gangs that includes selective surveillance, arrest, and 

prosecution of gang members.

Turf A gang’s sense of territoriality.

Youth gang A group of youths willing to use deadly violence to claim and protect territory, 

to attack rival gangs, or to engage in criminal activity.
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THE FINAL SECTION examines the American 

juvenile justice system and how it responds 

to children accused of criminal behavior. 

It was during the last two decades of the 

19th century and the early years of the 20th 

century that the child-saving movement 

defi ned juvenile delinquency as a serious 

social problem (see Chapter 1). This new 

social problem was to be dealt with by a 

new, completely separate complex juvenile 

justice system. This produced major 

reforms in police department organization 

and policies, including new units dedicated 

to dealing with youthful offenders and new 

procedures for arresting, booking, and 

holding juveniles in custody. In addition, a separate juvenile court system was 

established for the adjudication of delinquents, including status offenders and 

dependent and neglected children. The new court viewed juvenile offenders 

as being in need of treatment, rather than punishment, and probation soon 

became the default disposition. However, not all juvenile offenders were placed 

on probation; an increasing number were placed in new correctional institutions 

intended to provide rehabilitation through schooling, vocational training, and 

counseling.

In Chapter 13, the historical role of police, legal limitations placed on 

police in arresting and interrogating juveniles, the effectiveness of community-

oriented policing, and how police discretion affects which juveniles become 

offi cially identifi ed as delinquents are examined.

Chapter 14 examines the modern juvenile court and explores the 

processing of juveniles through the court, detention, adjudication, disposition, 

aftercare, and due process issues in the juvenile court. In addition, the chapter 

(continued)
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explores both restorative justice programs and the transfer process whereby 

a juvenile may be waived to adult criminal court to be prosecuted.

Today, nearly 100,000 juveniles are confined in state or private 

correctional facilities on any particular day. Chapter 15 explores issues 

related to contemporary correctional practices, including the nature of the 

U.S. correctional system for juveniles and which youths are most likely to 

be incarcerated, how long they stay, and what happens to them while there. 

Differences in the treatment of youths in correctional facilities based on 

race, class, and particularly gender raise serious questions about juvenile 

corrections today. In addition, the chapter explores the incarceration 

of juvenile offenders in adult prisons. Finally, the juvenile death penalty 

was abolished on March 1, 2005, when the U.S. Supreme Court ruled in 

Roper v. Simmons, that such executions violated the Eighth Amendment of 

the Constitution that prohibits cruel and unusual punishment. No longer 

could juveniles age 16 or 17 be executed regardless of the heinous nature 

of their crimes. ●
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T
here has been a long and contentious history of tension between 
the police and adolescents. Criminologists often attribute this 
friction to the beliefs police hold that separate them from the public, 
especially younger citizens.1 Many offi cers are secretive, defensive, 
and distrustful of outsiders and “see themselves as the pragmatic 
guardians of the morals of the community . . . the ‘thin blue line’ 

against the forces of evil.” 2 To many police offi cers, juveniles who are involved 
in delinquency are part of that force of evil. Many youths, on the other 
hand, view the police as intrusive, anxious to fi nd fault, and needlessly 
intimidating. 

POLICE IN THE UNITED STATES

Policing in the United States is done differently today than it was in the past. 
In the American colonies, when settlers lived in widely scattered villages, the 
parish-constable system of policing was used.3 It was the type of police system 
the colonists were familiar with in England. Two of its distinctive features were 
the watch and ward, which allowed the constable to draft any male into ser-
vice to guard the town at night, and the hue and cry, a loud call for help that 
was shouted by the constable or by one of the watchmen when they confronted 
more resistance than they could handle. The parish-constable system worked 
very well in the beginning, when there was little crime, and when the crime that 
did exist was minor.
 Once the colonists settled in towns, such as Boston in 1630 and Philadelphia 
in 1682, they felt a greater need for police protection. Police operations became 
more formalized. However, the changes that were made did very little to prevent 
crime, which fl ourished well into the next century.4

 In the 19th century a “new” police system evolved as municipal governments 
were forced to fi nd fresh ways to manage highly diverse populations. Old-stock 
(white, northern European, Protestant) Americans were fearful of the strangers 
on the streets, many of whom spoke foreign languages and practiced different 
customs and religions. They also were concerned about the number of poor and 
dependent people and the worsening crime problem. The fear of crime, coupled 
with the feeling of a decaying society, set the stage for police reform.
 Turning to England for models of effective policing, the public endorsed 
the idea that the government must assume responsibility for the social well-
being of its citizens. The practical consequence of implementing this idea was 
the creation of police forces with paid full-time uniformed offi cers who assumed 
a wide range of duties, ranging from lighting the gas lamps in the evening to 
monitoring elections and apprehending criminals. By 1870 all big cities in the 
United States had full-time police departments, and by 1924 most urban police 
departments had established specialized juvenile bureaus, ranging from juvenile 
aid divisions, to speakers’ bureaus, to youth crime units. This trend continued 
into the 1940s and 1950s, largely in response to an outbreak of delinquent gang 
activity (see Chapter 12). Today, nearly all police departments allocate a portion 
of their resources to delinquency prevention, frequently targeting curfew viola-
tors (Box 13-1).

American policing 

has largely been the 

responsibility of males. 

Why? Does a person’s 

sex infl uence his or 

her ability to police 

society? Because males 

commit most crime, 

is it appropriate that 

police offi cers are also 

disproportionately male?

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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I
n 1998 the U.S. Fourth Circuit Court of Ap-
peals, in Schleifer v. Charlottesville, held that 
the curfew law in Charlottesville, Virginia,

was not a violation of a child’s rights. One hun-
dred and ten cities established curfew laws be-
tween 1995 and 2000, and a survey of these 
cities reported that more than 90 percent be-
lieved that nighttime curfews are “useful tools 
for police offi cers.” Police arrested more than 
104,000 juveniles in 2005 for curfew and loi-
tering law violations; approximately 28 percent 
of these children were under age 15. While 
curfew laws have become both popular and 
controversial in recent years, police have been 
arresting children for being out of their homes 
at night since the late 1880s.

Juvenile curfew laws appear to have come 
about for three basic reasons. First, industrial-
ization and the emphasis on effi ciency meant 
that work, and eventually child rearing, became 
increasingly defi ned by the clock. Second, the 
use of child labor in such activities as selling 
newspapers and errand running for telegraph 
companies meant that many youths were on 
the streets in the middle of the night both 
working and vulnerable to the temptations of 
alcohol, cigarettes, and prostitution. Third, the
middle class, by the late 19th century, had be-
come concerned about the proper rearing of 
working-class children and the need to incul-
cate appropriate moral values. Children, espe-
cially working-class children, who stayed out on 
the streets late in the evening violated both of 
these concerns. Children of the urban working 
class regularly participated in “night work” and 
“nightlife.” That is, they played and worked on 
the streets at night, went to and from work in
factories and sweatshops, and frequented 
the shopping and entertainment available in 
crowded working-class neighborhoods. Re-
formers argued that teenage boys were sus-
ceptible to immoral temptations as they walked 
about the streets unsupervised. Middle-class 
parents had the luxury of secluding their chil-
dren from nighttime temptations; working-
class parents appeared less concerned and 
granted their children much greater freedom. 
This freedom and lack of supervision also al-
lowed children to learn about their sexuality.

Juvenile curfew laws responded to all three 
concerns. In the late 1800s and early 1900s, 
many towns and cities established curfews or 

“Children’s Laws” requiring all children under 
age 15 without parental supervision to be off 
the streets by a specifi c time or face arrest. 
The curfew law in Lincoln, Nebraska, a model 
for many cities around the nation, set a curfew 
of 9 P.M. in the spring and summer and 8 P.M. 
in the fall and winter for children under 15. Ex-
ceptions to the law included children who were 
accompanied by a parent, who were running 
errands, or held jobs, such as newspaper de-
livery. Although laws were passed, they were 
rarely enforced. No children were arrested dur-
ing the fi rst few months of the Lincoln curfew, 
and only four children a year were arrested for 
curfew violations in Indianapolis during the 
fi rst six years of the law’s existence. It was not 
until the 1950s when baby boomers began to 
reach their teenage years that police began to 
enforce curfews in an attempt to prevent delin-
quency, though there was little evidence that 
enforcement made much difference.

Is police enforcement of curfew laws any 
more effective in preventing delinquency today 
than it was in the late 19th and early 20th cen-
turies? Kenneth Adams conducted an analysis 
of 10 recent empirical studies on the impact of 
curfew laws on preventing crime and victimiza-
tion. These 10 studies were consistent in their 
fi ndings that curfews fail to reduce crime and 
criminal victimization. Moreover, Adams reports 
that the studies indicate that when crime levels 
do appear to change after a curfew law has been 
implemented, the change is just as likely to be 
an increase in crime as a decrease in crime.

While police enforcement of curfew laws 
does not appear to support goals of preventing 
crime or protecting youths from victimization 
by others, they may reinforce parental author-
ity and reduce fear of working-class youths by 
middle-class adults. In addition, there is some 
support to suggest that the enforcement of 
driving curfews for juveniles may marginally re-
duce automobile accidents and injuries.

Sources: Peter Baldwin, “Nocturnal Habits and Dark Wisdom: 

The American Response to Children in the Streets at Night, 

1880–1930,” Journal of Social History 35:593–611 (2000); 

Kenneth Adams, “The Effectiveness of Juvenile Curfews at 

Crime Prevention,” Annals of the American Academy and So-

cial Science May:136–159 (2003); Federal Bureau of Inves-

tigation, Crime in the United States, 2006 (Washington, DC: 

U.S. Department of Justice, 2007); Schleifer v. Charlottesville, 

159 F.3d 853 (4th Cir. 1998).

The Police and Curfew Enforcement
D E L I N Q U E N C Y  P R E V E N T I O Nb o x  1 3 - 1
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 Responding to the problems of juvenile delinquency in the early 20th cen-
tury also created opportunities in policing for women who had previously been 
excluded from the profession. In 1905, Portland, Oregon, hired the fi rst female 
offi cer, Lola Baldwin. A few years later, New York City and Washington, D.C., 
hired women to look after runaways, truants, and delinquent children and to 
otherwise discourage adolescents from pursuing criminal careers.5

 The role of the police in regulating juvenile misconduct in the late 19th and 
early 20th centuries was often seen as punitive and unsympathetic to the welfare 
of children. According to David Wolcott, child welfare advocates, educators, 
and parents at the turn of the century “viewed policemen as brutish, blue-coated 
enforcers who would arrest a young shoplifter or a truant unable to account for 
himself” just to keep the child out of mischief, and “as bogeymen, warning chil-
dren that if they did not, ‘the cop will get you.’” 6 Wolcott notes that between 
1890 and 1907, prior to the establishment of Michigan’s fi rst juvenile court, the 
Detroit police generally imposed a kind of “rough justice” for juvenile offenders 
in which youths would typically be arrested and their cases decided the same day 
in the police court. The police courts handled all misdemeanor cases, and thus 
the majority of juvenile arrests. The police decided the relatively small number 
of public order and status offenses informally, sending youths home after being 
lectured, while the majority of cases (about two-thirds of all juvenile arrests) 
were sent on to the police court. If convicted in police court, juveniles could face 
a fi ne of up to $100 or up to 3 months in jail. Youths arrested for felonies were 
sent on to the criminal courts for prosecution.7

 By 1899, at least in Chicago and a growing number of cities, police also per-
formed the role of juvenile probation offi cer. Because the Illinois Juvenile Court 
Act of 1899, which established the fi rst juvenile court in the United States, did 
not provide a means of funding probation offi cers, the juvenile court had to rely 
on volunteers and contributions from philanthropic organizations8 and a special 
detail of Chicago police offi cers assigned as police probation offi cers (PPOs).9 
In 1904, 21 PPOs were assigned to the juvenile court, and there were only four 
probation offi cers funded by philanthropies. During the 1920s and 1930s, ap-
proximately 30 police offi cers worked in the court as PPOs each year. Recruited 
from the ranks of regular patrol offi cers, wearing civilian clothing, and given 
no special training, PPOs carried out their primary duties of investigating com-
plaints about juveniles and then making decisions about which cases to formally 
petition to the juvenile court. The majority of cases were handled by the police; 
juvenile cases were investigated, dismissed, or informally adjusted with youths 
placed on informal “police probation.”10

 In 1955 the Central States Juvenile Offi cers Association was formed, fol-
lowed by the International Juvenile Offi cers Association in 1957. Both orga-
nizations worked to develop professional standards and procedures for police 
offi cers assigned to deal with juveniles. In the 1970s and early 1980s, police 
diversion programs emerged and quickly became very popular. However, the 
1980s also saw a great number of police departments establishing specialized 
units to respond to juvenile gangs, violence, and drugs. 
 Today, nearly all police departments have either specialized juvenile units 
or offi cers who have gone through special training to deal with juveniles. For 
example, the Pekin (Illinois) Police Department has a Special Services Divi-
sion that includes investigations, narcotics investigations, crime prevention, 
and a high school liaison. A sergeant in charge of the investigations unit is also 
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responsible for overseeing cases involving juveniles. More important, a total 
of 26 offi cers on general patrol are also state-certifi ed as Juvenile Police Of -
fi cers providing an extra level of professionalism when dealing with juvenile 
matters.11

POLICE, CHILDREN, AND THE LAW

Central to understanding the relationship between the police and juveniles in 
a democratic society is the impact of decisions by the U.S. Supreme Court in 
constraining police behavior in their encounters with citizens. The most impor-
tant Supreme Court decision affecting the rights of juveniles is actually a case 
about an adult. In 1966, in Miranda v. Arizona, the Supreme Court issued a 
ruling that forever changed all police–citizen interactions.12 The Miranda case 
still raises many interesting questions. Who was Ernesto Miranda? What crime 
did he commit? Did the police treat Miranda fairly? Were his rights violated?
 On the night of March 2, 1963, in Phoenix, Arizona, 18-year-old Patricia 
Ann Weir was walking to a bus when a man shoved her into his car, assaulted 
her, tied her hands and ankles, then drove to the outskirts of the city where he 
raped her. He then drove Weir to a street near her home, let her out of the car, 
and asked her to say a prayer for him.
 Weir telephoned the police. Soon thereafter police picked up Ernesto Mi-
randa and asked him whether he would voluntarily talk with them about the 
incident. Miranda agreed and was taken to the police station, where he willingly 
participated in a lineup and was identifi ed by Weir as the rapist.
 Ernesto Miranda, a seriously disturbed man with pronounced sexual fan-
tasies, was a 23-year-old eighth-grade dropout with a police record dating 
from when he was age 14. During police interrogation, two Phoenix police of-
fi cers told Miranda that Weir had identifi ed him as the rapist. At that point, 
Miranda agreed to prepare a written confession, in which he described the inci-
dent and stated that his confession was voluntary and that he had given it with 
full knowledge of his legal rights. He was charged with kidnapping and rape.
 When the case went to trial, Miranda’s court-appointed attorney, Alvin 
Moore, questioned the offi cers about their interrogation of his client. Both of-
fi cers stated that at no time during the two-hour interrogation had either of 
them advised Miranda of his legal right to have counsel present during police 
questioning.13 Nevertheless, and over Moore’s objection, the trial judge allowed 
Miranda’s written confession to be admitted into evidence. Miranda was found 
guilty, convicted, and sentenced to 20 to 30 years in prison for each offense. The 
case was appealed to the Arizona Supreme Court, which upheld the decision of 
the lower court. 
 The case was appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court, where Miranda’s new 
attorney, John Flynn, asked the Court to decide whether “the confession of a 
poorly educated, mentally abnormal, indigent defendant, not told of his right to 
counsel, which was not requested, can be admitted into evidence over specifi c 
objection based on the absence of counsel.” On June 13, 1966, the Court an-
nounced its decision. In a 5-to-4 vote, Chief Justice Earl Warren expressed the
majority opinion that Miranda’s rights to protection from self-incrimination
under the Fifth Amendment and to counsel under the Sixth Amendment 
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had been violated. The Court held that “When an individual is taken into cus-
tody . . . the privilege against self-incrimination is jeopardized. Procedural safe-
guards must be employed to protect the privilege.”14 Miranda and a series of 
other cases decided by the Supreme Court over the next few years dramatically 
altered how the police dealt with juveniles.

Search and Seizure

Every crime is like a jigsaw puzzle with a few missing pieces. Police search for the 
missing pieces by investigating the premises or suspects they believe are linked 
to them. Related to the search is the seizure, where people or objects relating to 
the crime are taken into custody.15 Speaking practically, what this means is the 
police have taken legal control over them. People are legally seized when they 
are not free to leave a scene, not when police only detain them for a very short 
time to ask them a few questions.
 The exclusionary rule, derived from the Fourth Amendment, protects people 
from unreasonable searches and seizures and applies to juveniles in the same way 
as it does to adults. Based on the Supreme Court decision in Mapp v. Ohio, ille-
gally obtained evidence may not be admissible in a criminal prosecution or in a 
juvenile court adjudication hearing.16 You may recall, however, from Chapter 11
that juveniles do not have exactly the same Fourth Amendment protections 
regarding searches if searches are conducted in schools. Furthermore, school 
offi cials need only reasonable suspicion, not probable cause to conduct a search 
of a student. However, when juveniles are faced with searches outside school, 
in the public arena, police are held to the same standards used when searching 
adults.
 Interestingly, juveniles also do not have the same Fourth Amendment pro-
tections regarding privacy and searches at home. Courts have held that parents 
can give third-party consent for offi cers to search their child’s room based on 
their “common authority” over the premises. In other words, parents may al-
low police to search the home and their child’s bedroom based on either par-
ent’s right to control their child or their exercise of control over the premises.17 
However, parents may not give consent to police to search a juvenile’s personal 
effects, such as a tool box or locked suitcase unless the parent claims an es-
tablished right to control over the items.18 Parents may also conduct searches 
of their child’s room and possessions because the Fourth Amendment protec-
tion only applies to government agents, such as law enforcement or probation 
offi cers. 
 On the other hand, juveniles have generally not been viewed by the courts to 
have authority to give similar third-party consent to police to search the home 
or their parent’s bedroom, although state appellate courts are not in complete 
agreement on this issue. For example, the California Supreme Court, in People v. 
Jacobs, held that an 11-year-old was not capable of giving valid consent to 
search the home to locate and arrest her father.19 The court stated that children 
do not have coequal dominion over the family home even though parents may 
choose to grant their minor children joint access and mutual use of the home. 
The Montana Supreme Court recently held that a youth under age 16 does 
not have the capacity or the authority to relinquish his or her parent’s privacy 
rights.20 Some courts have concluded, however, that not all minors lack the au-
thority to consent to a search. Appellate courts in Wisconsin, Kansas, Oregon, 

Should there be any 
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and Georgia have held that a juvenile’s ability to give valid third-party consent 
to search depends on a number of factors. In addition to a youth’s age, courts 
should consider the totality of the circumstances, the child’s mental maturity, 
and whether the child is considered able to willingly, knowingly, and voluntarily 
give consent.21 

Arrest

Juveniles suspected of committing criminal acts are taken into custody rather 
than arrested, although the distinction is essentially euphemistic. Prior to Gault 
the courts generally held that juveniles could be taken into custody “for their 
own good” when, under the same circumstances for an adult, it would be con-
sidered an invalid arrest (see Chapter 14).22 Today, the same law of arrest ap-
plies fairly equally to adults and juveniles, at least in cases where the youth is 
suspected of an act that would be a crime if committed by an adult.
 To make a legal arrest, the police must have probable cause, which is a set 
of facts that would lead a reasonable person to believe a crime has been com-
mitted and the person to be arrested committed it. In misdemeanor cases, police 
can arrest a person only if the crime is committed in their presence (called the 
in-presence requirement). In felony cases, police may make an arrest (1) if they 
observe the crime in progress or (2) if they have knowledge a felony crime has 
occurred and have probable cause for believing a particular person committed 
it. But these are the rules for arresting adults. Many jurisdictions allow police to 
take into custody a juvenile if the offi cer has probable cause to believe the youth 
is delinquent. For instance, Illinois law states that police “may, without a war-
rant, take into temporary custody a minor . . . whom the offi cer with reasonable 
cause believes to be a delinquent minor.” 23 In addition, most states require that 
juveniles taken into custody be taken to a juvenile detention facility rather than 
to a jail and that parents be notifi ed of the arrest.
 Juveniles may also be taken into custody for status offenses, such as run-
ning away, truancy, and incorrigibility; however, police are somewhat more re-
stricted with regard to their actions in these cases. For example, in New York, 
when a police offi cer, without a court order, takes a juvenile into custody for be-
ing a runaway, he or she must take the child to a facility certifi ed by the state for 
handling runaways rather than to jail or detention.24 In Michigan, on the other 
hand, an offi cer who apprehends a juvenile for a status offense may take the 
youth into custody if “(1) the offi cer has reason to believe that due to the nature 
of the offense, the interest of the juvenile or the interest of the public would not 
be protected by release of the juvenile, or (2) a parent cannot be located or the 
parent refuses to take custody of the juvenile.” 25

Booking

The most signifi cant differences in the rights of adult and juvenile suspects oc-
cur at booking, which is the offi cial recording of a person into detention after 
arrest. Once suspects are booked, they are photographed and fi ngerprinted.26 
This information becomes part of the alleged offender’s permanent record.
 However, booking is typically handled differently when it comes to juveniles. 
In most states police cannot fi ngerprint and photograph children. Juveniles, 
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however, may be fi ngerprinted and photographed on court order and then only 
for identifi cation or investigative purposes to determine whether a youth’s fi n-
gerprints match ones found at the crime scene, for example. In Ohio, juveniles 
may not be photographed or fi ngerprinted without consent of a judge, and even 
then, only for instances in which the youth is suspected of having committed a 
felony. In addition, all fi ngerprints and photographs of the child must be removed 
from the fi le and destroyed if the complaint is not fi led or is dismissed after being 
fi led.27

 A juvenile’s record may also be sealed or destroyed when a case is closed. 
Sealing a record means that it is removed from the main police fi les and secured 
in a separate fi le to be made available only to selected persons with designated 
authority. Expunging a juvenile’s arrest record actually physically destroys the 
record. Some states, such as Massachusetts, allow a juvenile record only to be 
sealed after the child has reached the age of majority and served his or her sen-
tence for a crime. Judges in later criminal cases against the same person may still 
use sealed records, even after the person becomes an adult. Massachusetts, how-
ever, does not permit a juvenile’s record to be expunged.28 However, the laws re-
garding both sealing and expunging of juvenile records varies among the states. 
For example, in the state of Washington, a person must fi rst apply to have his or 
her records sealed or expunged and then meet particular statutory requirements. 
Eligibility depends on a variety of factors, including the person’s age, serious-
ness of the juvenile’s offense, pending criminal matters, and the amount of time 
since most recent conviction. A judge has the fi nal discretionary power to agree 
or not to seal or expunge the record.29 If a juvenile’s record has been sealed or 
expunged, he or she can usually, but not in all cases, answer in the negative to 
questions of whether he or she has ever been arrested, convicted, and so forth.

Interrogation

In 1966 the New Jersey Supreme Court, in In re Carlo, held that the ultimate 
objective of the juvenile justice process was to arrive at the truth of a case in 
order to further the rehabilitation of the juvenile. In their decision, the Court 
stated,

The object of the juvenile process is to make men out of errant boys. In that 
process we must build upon the truth. A juvenile should be led to believe that 
the decent thing is to come clean, to face the music. A father, inquiring as to the 
misconduct of his son, would feel a bit absurd if he told the son the truth may 
be used against him, that he has a right not to answer, and that he may con-
sult counsel before deciding whether to talk. That scene would be absurd for a 
couple of reasons, and one is that is no way to teach integrity. . . . A child can 
be rehabilitated only in the face of the truth. . . . If a confession is obtained in 
circumstances which cast doubt upon it truthfulness, it has no place in the ju-
venile process. . . . Thus, there should be every assurance that the juvenile was 
not led into a false account, and to that end, at least if the offense is a serious 
wrong, the police should see that a parent or some relative or friend is present, 
if it is at all feasible.30

 That same year, the U.S. Supreme Court decided the Miranda case. One 
year later, in 1967, in the case of In re Gault, the Court directed police to change 
their practices with respect to how juvenile suspects were treated.31 In Gault, 
the Court extended to juveniles many of the same protections that had been 
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established for adults in Miranda, including the right against self-incrimination 
and the right to counsel. The standard Miranda warning states: 

You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used 
against you in a court of law. You have the right to speak to an attorney, and 
to have an attorney present during any questioning. If you cannot afford a 
lawyer, one will be provided for you at government expense.

However, a number of states believe that juveniles, especially younger children, 
need to be provided with a Miranda-style warning that is more age-appropriate.
For example, Missouri has established a warning known as the McMillian warn-
ing as an alternative to Miranda for use when interrogating juveniles:

I am a police offi cer, your adversary, and not your friend.
You have the right to remain silent.
Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law.
You have the right to talk to a lawyer and have him present with you while 

you are being questioned.
If you cannot afford to hire a lawyer, one will be appointed to represent 

you before any questioning, if you wish.
You have the right to have a parent, guardian, or custodian present during 

questioning.
Any statement you make can be used against you if you are certifi ed for 

trial in adult court.32

 Another issue that may develop when police interrogate juveniles is whether 
children can waive their rights to an attorney, as can adults. The validity of 
such a waiver may depend on numerous factors, such as the child’s age, educa-
tion, intelligence, knowledge as to the substance of the charge, whether the child 
has been interrogated before, methods of the interrogation, and length of police 
questioning.33 For instance, the Wisconsin Supreme Court held that a confes-
sion made by a 14-year-old boy with only an 84 IQ, who had limited prior expe-
rience with police, who had been interrogated by the police for a total of nearly 
6 hours, and who had repeatedly asked if he could call his mother or father and 
was told that he could not, was unconstitutional.34 
 In 1979 in Fare v. Michael C., the U.S. Supreme Court ruled that there 
was no need for courts to impose special protections for minors during inter-
rogation.35 The Court held that the same standards for adults could be used to 
assess the constitutionality of a waiver of a juvenile’s rights during questioning. 
As long as the waiver is done “knowingly and intelligently” under the “total-
ity of the circumstances,” it is a valid waiver. However, a child asking police to 
speak to a probation offi cer was not viewed as being equivalent to his request-
ing to speak to an attorney. Only a request to speak to an attorney invokes the 
juvenile’s Miranda rights.
 States, such as New Mexico, require that the Miranda warning be triggered 
even when a child is not under custodial interrogation but “suspected” or “imag-
ined” to be engaged in some wrongdoing. The New Mexico Supreme Court, in 
2001, held that prior to questioning, a child who is detained or seized and sus-
pected of wrongdoing must be advised that he or she has the right to remain 
silent and that anything said can be used in court.36 If a child is not advised of 
the right to remain silent and warned of the consequence of waiving that right, 
any statement or confession obtained as a result of the detention or seizure is 
inadmissible in any delinquency proceeding. Offi cers are not required to give the 
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warning prior to asking questions about a child’s age or identity, general on-the-
scene questions, or when a child volunteers statements. Moreover, New Mexico 
law prohibits the admission of any statements made by a child under the age of 
13 in any circumstance, and imposes a legal presumption that any statements 
made by children age 13 or 14 are inadmissible. According to Maria Touchet, 
these very restrictive standards for questioning juveniles may refl ect a return to 
the old parens patriae perspective, which assumed that children do not possess 
the required level of understanding or cognitive abilities to control their actions. 
Thus, the court must determine what is in the best interests of the child.37 
 The U.S. Supreme Court in 2004 reinforced the notion that juveniles do not 
require special consideration when being questioned by police. The Court, in 
a 5-to-4 decision in Yarborough v. Alvarado, held that police did not need to 
factor in the youth and inexperience of a suspect in their decision of whether to 
read a juvenile his or her Miranda rights if the youth is not believed to be “in 
custody” (see Box 13-2). The Miranda warning applies only to persons who are 
under arrest or who, under the circumstances, reasonably believe they are not 
free to leave.
 There are some additional constraints on police interrogation of juveniles. 
For example, the Texas Family Code stipulates that a juvenile’s statement made 
to the police is not valid unless “signed in the presence of a magistrate by the child 
with no law enforcement offi cer or prosecuting attorney present.” 38 And some 
states, such as Colorado, require a parent or guardian be present during a custo-
dial interrogation and that both the child and parent be informed of the juvenile’s 
right to remain silent and to have counsel appointed if requested.39 All these is-
sues regarding interrogation of juveniles refl ect a concern about the possibility 
that the juveniles might feel coerced or be too easily misled about factual elements 
of their situations and subsequently make false confessions (see Box 13-3).

Lineups

In a police lineup adults and juveniles have similar protections. A juvenile sus-
pected of engaging in an act that would be a crime if committed by an adult 
has the right to counsel at a pretrial lineup; the juvenile and his or her parents 
should be informed of the right to counsel and that, if necessary, one will be 
appointed.40 However, some courts have held that because delinquency proceed-
ings are not exactly the same as criminal proceedings, the right to counsel at a 
lineup prior to fi ling of formal charges is not constitutionally required.41

 Children and adults generally have similar due process rights.42 Police, how-
ever, have more latitude when deciding what to do with children, especially 
when the child is accused of committing a minor crime. This raises the issue of 
police discretion, the topic of the next section.

POLICE DISCRETION

Although the idea of policing is grounded in the legal order and its rules, police 
offi cers have vast discretionary powers regarding when and how to apply the 
law. Police discretion is the authority of police to choose one course of action 
over another.
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M
ichael Alvarado, a 17-year-old boy, par-
ticipated in an attempted truck-jacking 
with a friend, Paul Soto. Soto pulled out 

a gun and approached Francisco Castaneda, 
who was standing near his truck in the parking 
lot of a shopping mall in Santa Fe Springs, Cali-
fornia. Soto demanded money and the ignition 
keys from Castaneda, and when Castaneda 
refused to comply, Soto shot him, killing him. 
Alvarado then helped hide Soto’s gun.

About a month after the shooting, Los Ange-
les County Sheriff’s detective Cheryl Comstock
left word at Alvarado’s house and also con-
tacted Alvarado’s mother at work with the 
message that she wished to speak with Al-
varado. His parents brought him to the Sher-
iff’s station to be interviewed. They asked if 
they could be present during the interview and 
were told no; they then waited in the lobby 
while Alvarado went with Comstock to be in-
terviewed. The interview lasted about two 
hours and was recorded by Comstock with Al-
varado’s knowledge. Alvarado was not given a 
Miranda warning. Part way into the interview, 
Alvarado began to change his story about the 
evening’s events and then, with Comstock’s 
appeal to his sense of honesty and the need 
to bring the man who shot Castaneda to jus-
tice, admitted he had helped Soto try to steal 
the truck. When the interview was over, Com-
stock returned with Alvarado to the lobby 
where his parents were waiting. His parents 
then drove him home. A few months later, 
Soto and Alvarado were charged with fi rst-
degree murder and attempted robbery. Alvara-
do’s statements to Comstock were admitted 
into evidence at trial, and he was convicted of 
second-degree murder and sentenced to 15 
years to life.

Alvarado’s case was eventually appealed to 
the federal Court of Appeals for the Ninth Cir-
cuit, which reversed the conviction holding that 
the trial court erred in admitting Alvarado’s
statements to Comstock. The court ruled that 
Alvarado’s youth and inexperience should 
have been taken into account by the trial 
court in deciding whether or not Alvarado was 

in custody. According to the Court of Appeals, 
the effect of Alvarado’s age and inexperience 
was so substantial that it turned the interview 
into a custodial interrogation, thus requiring 
the Miranda warning.

The State of California appealed the Ninth 
Circuit Court’s decision to the U.S. Supreme 
Court, which, in a 5-to-4 decision, reversed 
the Ninth Circuit and held that the youth and 
inexperience of the suspect did not have to be 
considered. The issue was whether a reason-
able person would believe that he or she was 
in “custody” under Alvarado’s circumstances. 
The State argued that the police did not trans-
port Alvarado to the station or require that he 
appear at a particular time, did not threaten him 
or suggest he would be placed under arrest, 
and during the interview, focused on Soto’s
crimes rather than Alvarado’s. In addition, 
Comstock twice asked Alvarado if he wanted 
to take a break, and after the interview 
ended, Alvarado went home. Thus, a reason-
able person would have felt free to terminate 
the interview and leave. On the other hand, 
the length of the interview and the fact that 
Comstock did not tell Alvarado he was free to
leave might suggest he was in custody.

In the fi nal analysis, the Supreme Court 
held that it has never “stated that a suspect’s 
age or experience is relevant to the Miranda 
custody analysis,” and that its “opinions ap-
plying the Miranda custody test have not men-
tioned the suspect’s age, much less man-
dated its consideration.” Justice O’Connor, 
while concurring with the majority, wrote,

There may be cases in which a suspect’s age 
will be relevant to the Miranda custody inquiry. In 
this case, however, Alvarado was almost 18 years 
old at the time of his interview. It is diffi cult to 
expect police to recognize that a suspect is a ju-
venile when he is so close to the age of majority. 
Even when police do know a suspect’s age, it may 
be diffi cult for them to ascertain what bearing it 
has on the likelihood that the suspect would feel 
free to leave.

Source: Yarborough v. Alvarado, 541 U.S. 652 (2004).

Yarborough v. Alvarado
F R O M  T H E  B E N C Hb o x  1 3 - 2
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I
n July of 1998, the nearly naked body of 
11-year-old Ryan Harris was discovered. 
Her face was bloodied and her underpants 

had been stuffed in her mouth. Two boys, age 
7 and 8, were arrested 2 weeks after Harris’s 
discovery and subsequently charged with the 
murder of Harris. According to the police, dur-
ing the interrogation both boys made incrimi-
nating statements and confessed to the crime. 
When semen stains were found in the girl’s un-
derpants a month later, experts indicated that 
it was extremely unlikely that boys this young 
could have produced the semen. The prosecu-
tor dropped the charges and the investigating 
detectives were quickly criticized for using 
“Gestapo tactics” that produced the false con-
fessions. A few weeks after the charges were 
dropped, DNA evidence was linked to a 29-
year-old man who was already suspected of 
raping three young girls earlier that year.

Although both boys recanted their confes-
sions after only a few days, what might have 
led them to falsely confess to a murder they 
did not commit? One reason is that the police 
are trained to use intimidating and manipula-
tive interrogation methods to elicit information 
from suspects. For example, the most widely 
used interrogation manual instructs police to 
use the same techniques with juveniles as 
with adults. Offi cers are taught to isolate sus-
pects from outside infl uences, to sit close to 
the suspect and subject him or her to lengthy 
interviews, and even mislead the suspect 
about the presence of incriminating evidence, 
such as fi ngerprints, an eyewitness, or DNA, 
even when such evidence does not exist. Such 
techniques, especially when used on younger 
adolescents, may increase the likelihood of 
producing a false confession.

Two recent studies, one conducted by In-
grid Candel and her associates in the Nether-
lands and one conducted in the United States 
by Allison Redlich and Gail Goodman, demon-
strate the relative ease by which authorities 
can elicit false confessions. Both studies 
used variations on an experimental design in 
which the subjects were asked to type certain 
keys on a computer keyboard, but specifi cally 
to not hit the Shift (Dutch study) or Alt (Ameri-
can study) keys. Experimenters then falsely 
accused the child of having hit the prohibited 
key, produced what appeared to be a printout 

of all the keys that had been hit during the 
session (American study), and indicated that 
the experiment was now over because of the 
resulting computer problem. When false evi-
dence was presented, more than two-thirds of 
the subjects in the American study admitted 
that they had probably hit the prohibited key. 
In the Dutch study, which did not provide false 
evidence to subjects, 36 percent “confessed” 
to hitting the prohibited key.

In a related study conducted by Naomi Gold-
stein and her colleagues, 57 boys in a residen-
tial correction facility in Massachusetts were 
asked to respond to a survey. The survey pre-
sented the boys with hypothetical scenarios 
and asked the boys to pretend they were the 
suspects in the cases. Following each situa-
tion, the boys were asked, among other things, 
the probability that he would have offered a 
false confession. The scenarios were based 
on interrogation techniques discussed above. 
Over 40 percent of the boys self-reported that 
they would likely have made a false confession 
in at least one of the hypothetical scenarios 
and 25 percent said they defi nitely would 
give a false confession in at least one of the 
situations. 

In all three studies, age was the best pre-
dictor of a youth offering a false confession, 
with younger children more likely than older 
children and young adults to falsely confess. 
Researchers generally believe that juveniles, 
especially younger youths, are more suggest-
ible than their older counterparts and when 
suggestibility is combined with coercive and 
manipulative interrogation techniques, false 
confessions should not be unexpected. 

Sources: Steve Bogira, “Who Killed Ryan Harris?” Chicago 

Reader, October 20, 2006, online at: http://www.chicago

reader.com/features/stories/fl oyddurr/, accessed May 3, 

2007; Fred Inbau, John Reid, Joseph Buckley, and Brian 

Jayne, Criminal Interrogation and Confessions, 4th edition 

(Gaithersburg, MD: Aspen, 2001); Ingrid Candel, Harald 

Merckelback, Silvie Loyen, and Hanne Reyskens, “‘I Hit the 

Shift-Key and then the Computer Crashed’: Children and 

False Admissions,” Personality and Individual Differences 

38:1381–1387 (2003); Naomi Goldstein, Lois Condie, Rachel 

Kalbeitzer, Douglas Osman, and Jessica Geier, “Juvenile Of-

fenders’ Miranda Rights Comprehension and Self-Reported 

Likelihood of Offering False Confessions,” Assessment 

10:359–369 (2003); Allison Redlich and Gail Goodman, 

“Taking Responsibility for an Act Not Committed: The Infl u-

ence of Age and Suggestibility,” Law and Human Behavior 

27:141–156 (2003). 

False Confessions During Interrogations
A  W I N D O W  O N  D E L I N Q U E N C Yb o x  1 3 - 3
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 When police suspect a juvenile of a crime, they can handle the matter infor-
mally or take the child into custody and refer the child to juvenile court, criminal 
court, or a welfare agency. Specifi cally, police have discretionary authority to

• Release the child with or without a lecture.

•  Release the child, with or without a lecture, but write a report describing 
the contact.

•  Release the child, but fi le a more formal report referring the matter to a 
juvenile bureau or an intake unit for possible action.

• Interrogate or search the child.

• Issue a citation for future appearance in juvenile court.

• Take the child into custody (arrest).

Most police encounters with juveniles do not end up with arrests. Stephanie 
Myers’s analysis of data from Indianapolis, Indiana, and St. Petersburg, Florida, 
suggests that very few juvenile suspects are taken into custody.43 Of the 654 ju-
venile suspects encountered by police, only 13 percent were arrested. Police lec-
tured and then released 22 percent of suspects, wrote a report on the situation 
with 15 percent of the juveniles, interrogated 48 percent, searched 20 percent, 
and issued a citation to 3 percent. 
 Clearly, police use their discretionary authority in making decisions of 
whether to arrest juveniles. Some youths get arrested, but most do not. Some 
groups of youths are also more likely to be arrested while other groups are not. 
While the decision to arrest should be made on the basis of legal criteria, often 
it is not. Police also appear to be infl uenced by extralegal factors. In 1967 Carl 
Werthman and Irving Piliavin described police encounters with poor African 
American juveniles as very problematic. They noted that 

Street life in a typical [African American] ghetto is perceived [by police] as an 
uninterrupted sequence of suspicious scenes. Every well-dressed man or woman 
standing aimlessly on the street during hours when most people are at work is 
carefully scrutinized for signs of an illegal source of income; every boy wearing 
boots, black pants, long hair, and a club jacket is viewed as potentially respon-
sible for some item on the list of muggings, broken windows, and petty thefts 
that still remain to be cleared; and every hostile glance at the passing patrol-
man is read as a sign of possible guilt.44

 What has changed in the 40 years since this research was published? Are re-
lations between police and African American children still defi ned by structured 
confl ict? Is police use of discretion different today from what it once was? San-
dra Browning and her colleagues studied these questions and found that African 
Americans today still believe “they are personally and vicariously hassled by the 
police . . . police surveillance is discriminatory . . . [and] clear racial differences 
exist in whom police offi cers watch and stop.” 45 Their conclusion reinforces one 
drawn by Doug Smith, who found that suspects police encountered in lower-
class neighborhoods were more likely to be arrested than those police stopped in 
middle- or upper-class areas.46

 There is evidence that police today handle cases involving juveniles in a 
more formal, legalistic, follow-the-book manner than they did in the past. For 
instance, 45 percent of the juveniles taken into police custody in 1972 were han-
dled informally within the department and released. By 2003 the percentage of 

Police offi cers are 

disproportionately 

cynical and often harbor 

punitive, distrustful views 

of society. Why? Do the 

negative and sometimes 

depressing social 

circumstances that police 

face daily infl uence their 

perspective?

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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children handled informally and released dropped to 20 percent.47 With about a 
fi fth of these youths handled informally, is it possible that both legal and extra-
legal factor might affect the arrest decision of police? 

Legal Factors

There are a number of legally relevant factors that may infl uence police deci-
sions to arrest, but four appear to be most common. These are offense serious-
ness, prior arrest record or police contacts, presence of evidence, and suspicious 
behavior.

Offense Seriousness Juveniles who commit serious crimes are more likely 
to be arrested than ones who commit minor offenses. This is the conclusion 
reached by Robert Terry from a study of police dispositions of more than 9,000 
juvenile offenses.48 In a related study, Donald Black and Albert Reiss divided of-
fenses into four types and found that the likelihood of being arrested increased 
with offense seriousness.49 Moreover, as Stephanie Myers found in her analysis 
of data from Indianapolis and St. Petersburg, juveniles are more likely to be ar-
rested not only for serious offenses but when a weapon is present.50 
 Police, however, do not always respond to serious crimes in the same way. 
They determine how they will handle a case based on three criteria. If they 
believe the offense was sophisticated (rather than amateurish), premeditated 
(rather than spontaneous), and malicious (rather than mischievous), they are 
more likely to arrest and refer the child to juvenile court rather than handle it 
informally.51

Prior Arrest Record Police are more likely to arrest children who have a prior 
arrest record. Terry found that a juvenile’s prior arrest record was a strong pre-
dictor of police action. In his study, fi rst-time offenders constituted 38 percent 
of juveniles arrested but only 7 percent of the juveniles referred to juvenile court. 
At the other extreme were juveniles with fi ve or more previous arrests. They 
constituted 20 percent of arrests but more than 66 percent of juvenile court 
referrals.52

 Based on observations of police–juvenile encounters in two cities, Aaron 
Cicourel concluded that having a prior arrest record often turned an otherwise 
trivial event into a serious one.53 He also discovered that a youth’s prior arrest 
record became a more important factor when decisions were made at the police 
station rather than on the street. Patrol offi cers often lack the necessary infor-
mation to take a prior arrest record into account. Patrol offi cers may also view 
past-offense history as irrelevant, since their primary concern is handling the 
situation they face in the least troublesome manner.54

Presence of Evidence Black and Reiss also examined the role of evidence 
and discovered that in patrol work there are two ways suspects are connected 
with a crime: (1) police see the suspect commit the crime or (2) a citizen informs 
the police about a crime and who did it. In about half of the situations that 
Black and Reiss researched, police witnessed the offense. Citizens provided tes-
timonial evidence in an additional 23 percent of the cases. The remaining cases 
lacked any evidence of criminal conduct. Therefore, in roughly 75 percent of the 
routine police–juvenile contacts, police were provided with evidence suffi cient 
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to link a suspect to a crime. In these situations, 13 percent of the suspects were 
arrested. In the citizen-testimony situations, 19 percent of the suspects were ar-
rested. In only 0.5 percent of cases was a suspect arrested when there was no 
situational evidence available.55 These arrest percentages illustrate the discretion 
police have when deciding what to do with juvenile suspects even when they 
have persuasive evidence that the youth committed a crime.
 More recently, Kenneth Novak and his colleagues analyzed data collected in 
the late 1990s in Hamilton County, Ohio, and found the presence of evidence 
to be positively related to arrest. In cases where a greater number of evidence 
criteria were present, ranging from the offi cer hearing a confession from the sus-
pect and hearing claims from others regarding the suspect to observing physical 
evidence and seeing the suspect commit the act suspects were signifi cantly more 
likely to be arrested.56 

Suspicious Behavior A police offi cer’s discretionary decision to stop and 
then possibly arrest a juvenile generally begins when the offi cer observes a youth 
engaging in what he or she believes to be suspicious behavior. Suspicious behav-
ior is more than presenting a nonrespectful demeanor or “attitude.” Such be-
havior includes acts that appear out of place given the particular circumstances. 
For instance, police may become suspicious of youths wearing long coats on a 
warm summer day while they walk back and forth outside a store or of youths 
running away from a parked car just as the car alarm goes off. In 1968 the Su-
preme Court held in Terry v. Ohio that if the police observe behavior that leads 
them to conclude criminal activity may be in progress and that the suspect is 
likely armed, they may stop and frisk him or her.57 However, merely acting sus-
piciously does not provide a legal justifi cation for an arrest.
 Unfortunately, some research suggests that police perceptions of youths act-
ing suspiciously may be related to both the sex and race of the youths. Ter-
rence Allen found that police offi cers are overwhelmingly (84 percent) more 
likely to agree with the statement that “if two or more males are together they 
are probably committing a delinquent act.” 58 Moreover, Geoffrey Alpert and 
his colleagues believe that minority status does infl uence whether a police of-
fi cer initially perceives a youth as suspicious or not. African Americans are more 
likely to be viewed by police as suspicious based on nonbehavioral indicators, 
for example, the individual’s appearance, race, and time and place he or she is 
observed. Race is predictive of suspicion regarding particular youths, however, 
it does not appear to infl uence the fi nal decision by the offi cer to stop and ques-
tion. Instead, the stop-and-question decision is more likely the consequence of a 
behavioral prompt, such as committing a traffi c offense or matching a descrip-
tion of a person to “be on the look out for,” such as a young, African American 
male wearing a blue sweatshirt and jogging pants.59

Extralegal Factors

There are far too many extralegal factors that may infl uence the arrest decision 
to discuss them all in a single chapter. Extralegal factors are those elements 
of an encounter or characteristics of a juvenile suspect or the offi cer that have 
nothing to do with the actual crime but may still infl uence the decision police 
make. Throughout this section, the most signifi cant of the many extralegal fac-
tors are discussed.
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Race and Ethnicity Race has received more attention than any other extra-
legal factor. Research on the infl uence of race on police use of discretion has 
produced mixed results. Some studies concluded that race mattered, and other 
studies found it did not matter very much. And in at least one recent study, 
it was reported that police are actually more lenient with minority suspects.60 
Criminologists, however, generally believe police do treat African American and 
white children differently for comparable offenses or when holding prior record 
and presence of evidence constant.61

 Proportionally more African American than white juveniles are arrested 
(see Chapter 2).62 Therefore, police departments assign more patrol offi cers to 
African American neighborhoods than to white ones.63 Police also stop and 
question African American youths at a higher rate than they do white juve-
niles.64 In addition, police think African American juveniles are more likely to 
be involved in serious criminal activity than whites.65 Robert Sampson reports 
that police tend to be suspicious of minority youths and that this suspicion leads 
them to stop African American and Hispanic juveniles more frequently and to 
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make a record of these encounters. Later, when police stop and question these 
youths again, they are already “known” to the police and their “prior contact” 
with the police becomes a basis for more severe treatment.66

 According to Joan McCord and her colleagues, the substantial research on 
police–juvenile encounters provides evidence of racial bias by police, although 
there is some inconsistency in the fi ndings. They suggest that “such inconsisten-
cies may arise from variations in police practice by location (e.g., particular city 
or rural area), variation in police practice over time as policies and administra-
tions change, or even as a consequence of alterations in police behavior when 
they are under research observation.” 67

 Police offi cers’ nearly automatic suspiciousness of minority youths, coupled 
with discriminatory practices and beliefs on the part of police, generate feel-
ings of hostility among African American children. In turn, African American 
juveniles are more likely than white youths to interact with police in a more an-
tagonistic or disrespectful manner, which may lead to their being arrested more 
often.68

 While race appears to play a role in the arrest decision, Robert Brown be-
lieves that it is not that African Americans are simply arrested because of their 
race, although race does appear to play a role.69 Brown examined data based on 
systematic observations of street-level offi cers in Cincinnati during the period 
from 1997 to 1998. Brown reports that extralegal factors appear to have little 
effect on arrest decisions for white suspects, but that all of the extralegal factors 
measured signifi cantly affected arrest decisions for African American suspects. 
Moreover, both legal and extralegal factors increased the likelihood of arrest for 
African Americans. For example, Terrance Taylor and his colleagues reported 
that African Americans, Hispanics, and Native Americans had signifi cantly 
less favorable opinions of the police than whites and Asian Americans. In other 
words, racial or ethnic differences in police contacts might refl ect attitudinal 
and behavioral differences between racial groups as they relate to the police.70 

Attitude and Disrespect Police suspiciousness of juveniles may be prompted 
by how youths portray themselves to police, including their demeanor, dress, 
and attitudes suggestive of disrespect. Piliavin and Briar’s study of police–
juvenile encounters was among the fi rst that reported that police decisions were 
based on character cues that emerged from interactions with juveniles. Among 
the cues police observed were the juvenile’s age, race, grooming, dress, and de-
meanor. A juvenile’s demeanor was a principal predictor of outcome in 50 to 60 
percent of the cases.71

 Cicourel also examined the role of demeanor. He determined that police 
initially try to establish a “trust” relationship with the child. They interpret the 
child’s demeanor as evidence of the youth either accepting or rejecting their trust. 
Failure to show the proper demeanor, such as deference to authority, contrite-
ness, and politeness, was viewed by police as a violation of trust and resulted in 
a more punitive disposition.72

 In a related study, Black and Reiss classifi ed juveniles’ demeanor as “very 
deferential,” “civil,” or “antagonistic.” Excluding felonies, the arrest percentages
for encounters where suspects were very deferential was 17 percent; where sus-
pects were civil, 12 percent; and when suspects behaved antagonistically, 18 per-
cent. When these fi ndings are compared with those reported by Piliavin and 
Briar, some striking differences in the percentages of juveniles arrested within 
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similar demeanor categories are noted. Whereas Black and Reiss reported 
18 percent of their “antagonistic juveniles” were arrested, Piliavin and Briar 
found nearly four times that many arrests for “uncooperative juveniles.” Only 
4 percent of the “cooperative juveniles” in Piliavin and Briar’s study were ar-
rested, compared with 13 percent of the combined “civil and deferential sus-
pects” in the Black and Reiss sample.73

 Citizens who are disrespectful of police are more likely to be arrested.74 Ac-
tually, hostile citizens are about three times more likely to be arrested than non-
hostile citizens.75 However, David Klinger argues that the suspect’s demeanor 
does not necessarily exert an independent impact on the arrest decision. He 
thinks the problem with earlier studies is they did not control for hostile behav-
ior that occurred after the arrest and therefore could not have infl uenced the ar-
rest.76 Other research suggests that “it is not the suspect’s hostility that leads to 
arrest, but rather noncompliance or verbal resistance in front of other offi cers. 
In fact, the odds of being arrested increase by 3.53 when a suspect is hostile and 
other offi cers are present” (italics added).77 
 Stephen Mastrofski and his colleagues examined the impact of police dis-
respect toward the public and by the public toward the police on arrest deci-
sions.78 They found that unprovoked disrespect of citizens by police is rare (only 
4 percent of observed encounters) but that police were three times more likely 
to disrespect elementary school age youths than people over 60 years old. More 
important, they report that minority youths are actually less likely to be disre-
spected by the police than are white youths: 

There was no signifi cant difference between the races when suspects initiated 
disrespect toward the police. However, contrary to expectation, minority sus-
pects had only .6 the odds of being disrespected as white suspects who did 
not provoke the police. When the interaction of race and suspect resistance 
was tested, among resistant suspects, whites had more than twice the odds of 
receiving police disrespect as minorities; there was no signifi cant difference by 
race among nonresistant suspects.79

Social Class Data describing police practices in Oakland, California, during 
the late 19th and early 20th centuries indicate that police were most likely to ar-
rest lower-class males. Is this still true today, and does it apply to juveniles? Sev-
eral criminologists have examined the impact of social class on police disposition 
of juveniles. Some research reports that police treat poor and wealthy youths 
similarly for comparable offenses; other studies reach the opposite conclusion.
 George Bodine divided more than 3,000 records of police dispositions of 
juveniles into fi ve income-level categories. After comparing dispositions and in-
come levels, he concluded that juveniles from lower-class areas had higher court 
referral rates than juveniles from upper-class neighborhoods. Bodine offered two 
explanations as to why. First, lower-income youths were more likely to be re-
peat offenders. Second, juveniles from lower-class areas tended to account for a 
larger proportion of offenses that generally had high court referral rates, such as 
petty theft.80 Terence Thornberry analyzed data from a large Philadelphia birth 
cohort. He found that social class had a strong effect on police dispositions that 
could not be explained when controlling for offense seriousness or prior record. 
Thornberry also found that lower-class youths were less likely than higher-class 
juveniles to receive a remedial disposition and that this difference was most pro-
nounced for serious offenses.81
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 Cicourel also found social class to be related to police referrals of juveniles 
to court. But as he explained, social class operates indirectly on the likelihood 
of court referral. Juveniles from middle- and upper-class homes fared much bet-
ter after coming into contact with police because their families could mobilize 
resources to minimize their involvement with the juvenile justice system. Alter-
natively, parents of lower-class juveniles often felt that police and probation of-
fi cers should intervene and help them control their children.82 

Sex Males are arrested in much larger numbers than females, and males gen-
erally commit more serious crimes and commit crimes more frequently. Do these 
differences simply refl ect differences in delinquent behavior of boys and girls, 
or does their sex infl uence police decision making? Conventional wisdom tells 
us that a suspect’s sex is likely to make a difference in police dispositions, and a 
good deal of recent research appears to support this notion.83

 However, some studies fi nd that girls are treated more leniently than boys, 
but other research does not. Thomas Monahan reported that (1) police treated 
female suspects more leniently and (2) police were more likely to arrest girls than 
boys for sex offenses.84 Subsequent research has investigated one or the other of 
these fi ndings. For example, Delbert Elliott and Harwin Voss concluded that 
girls were treated more leniently even in serious cases. They believe that the dif-
ferences were not due to differential involvement in delinquency, but that offi cial 
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records refl ect a bias in favor of girls in serious cases.85 Their fi ndings have been 
confi rmed by separate studies by Gail Armstrong and Meda Chesney-Lind.86 
On the other hand, Katherine Teilman and Pierre Landry found that police re-
sponded more harshly to girls who committed relatively minor status offenses, 
such as running away and incorrigibility.87 Similarly, Ruth Horowitz and Ann 
Pottieger found that girls who committed serious felonies were less likely to be 
arrested than boys but were more likely than males to be arrested for less serious 
crimes.88 Finally, Christy Visher observed that “police offi cers adopt a more pa-
ternalistic and harsher attitude toward young females to deter any further viola-
tion of appropriate sex-role behavior.” 89 Visher also noted that “female suspects 
who violated typical middle-class standards of traditional female characteristics 
and behaviors (i.e., white, older, and submissive) are not afforded any chivalrous 
treatment during arrest decisions.” 90

 What happens to boys and girls after they have been arrested? Do girls re-
ceive preferential treatment at the police station? Early work examining these 
questions showed that girls were treated more harshly.91 Girls were more likely 
to be referred to juvenile court or to have their case turned over to a social 
service agency. Marvin Krohn and his colleagues analyzed 29 years of data on 
police contacts in a Midwestern city. Over those three decades, girls were more 
likely than boys to be referred for status offenses.92 On the other hand, girls 
suspected of criminal offenses were less likely than boys to be referred to court, 
at least in the early years. During the later years, the pattern became mixed. 
However, Teilman and Landry have observed a trend toward equality in police 
responses to girls and boys charged with status offenses. Girls were no more 
likely to be referred to juvenile court than were boys.93 

Age Criminologists have studied the association between an offender’s age and 
police disposition. Nathan Goldman found that older youths were more likely 
to be referred to juvenile court. Juveniles under age 10 were referred to court 
21 percent of the time; those between ages 10 and 15, 30 percent; and adolescents 
15 to 18 years old, 46 percent. In accounting for this referral pattern, Goldman 
proposed two possibilities. First, the offenses of very young children were typi-
cally less serious. Second, some police offi cers considered the offenses of young 
children as normal childhood escapades requiring informal rather than formal 
actions; others thought that formal system processing would do more harm than 
good; still other offi cers were too embarrassed to assume a police role in cases 
where the offender did not fi t the stereotypical mold of a criminal menace to 
society.94 Alexander McEachern and Rita Bauzer reported that when offense se-
riousness was held constant, the proportion of court petitions requested varied 
with age, ranging from a low of 4 percent for juveniles under age 10 to a high of 
41 percent for ages 17 to 18. Police records from Santa Monica, California, also 
indicated that petition rates were higher for older children.95 
 Bodine’s analysis of more than 3,000 juvenile dispositions showed that for 
both fi rst-time and repeat offenders, the percentages of children referred to court 
were smaller for younger juveniles than for older ones.96 Being young was more 
likely to reduce the possibility of referral for fi rst-time offenders but not for re-
cidivists. Police apparently will give young children a break if they do not have a 
prior record of delinquency.

Structure and Organization of Police Departments James Q. Wilson stud-
ied how the social organization of a police department affects decisions offi cers 
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make.97 He hypothesized that how police handle juveniles was predominately 
affected by the department’s organization, community attachments, and social 
norms. He tested this idea in a study of the juvenile bureaus in Western City 
and Eastern City. Western City was a more professional force, while the Eastern 
City department was more of a fraternal one.
 The Western City department was highly bureaucratized; organizational 
rules were numerous and specifi c; and supervision was tight. Offi cers were likely 
to treat all juveniles according to a strict interpretation of departmental rules. 
In contrast, the Eastern City police department lacked systematic rules to guide 
offi cer decision making concerning juveniles, and supervision of their processing 
was minimal. Offi cers handled juvenile suspects primarily on the basis of per-
sonal judgment, taking into consideration individual and situational differences.
 Although earlier research had indicated that department policy does not 
ensure consistent decision making among offi cers, Wilson’s study suggests that 
when there is both centralized management and close supervision, offi cers in the 
fi eld will more likely adhere to department policy. Richard Sundeen tested Wil-
son’s claim regarding centralized management. He found that in departments 
with high bureaucratic control, the greater the policy emphasis on counsel and 
release dispositions, the higher the rate of counsel and release. In departments 
characterized by low bureaucratic control, policy emphasis had little impact on 
disposition rates.98 The effect of close supervision has recently been examined in 
research conducted by Robin Engel. Based on analysis of data from Indianapolis 
and St. Petersburg, Engel reports that while the styles of individual supervisors 
did not have an effect on arrest decisions, “the mere presence of supervisors at 
police–citizen encounters—regardless of their supervisory styles—does not in-
crease the likelihood of arrest.” 99

JUVENILES AND THE POLICE

Disparities and discrimination in police decision-making regarding which ju-
venile to arrest and which to release with just a warning, as well as day-to-day 
interactions youths may have with police, often produce negative perceptions of 
the police. This is especially true for minority and poorer white adolescents. In 
1961 James Baldwin, in his book Nobody Knows My Name, described his sense 
of police: “He moves through Harlem, therefore, like an occupying soldier in a 
bitterly hostile country, which is precisely what, and where he is, and is the rea-
son he walks in twos and threes.” 100

 While relations between the police and youths in general have improved over 
the past half century, many tensions remain, making the work of police diffi cult. 
Recent studies of adolescent interactions with and attitudes toward police report 
African American and Hispanic youths are more likely than white youths to be 
stopped and searched by police, nearly a third of urban youths say police of-
ten use abusive language when talking with young people, and about 40 percent 
of young females indicated male police offi cers fl irted, whistled, or came on to 
them.101 More specifi cally, Delores Jones-Brown’s study of 125 high school age 
African American males found that “A majority of the males report experiencing 
the police as a repressive rather than facilitative agent in their own lives and in 
the lives of others.” 102 Obviously, many youths do not feel comfortable around 
police, do not trust police, and instead of seeing police as a force of community 
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protection, perceive them to be a force of oppression as suggested by Baldwin 
nearly 50 years earlier.
 Relations between children and police largely refl ect the relations between 
adults and police. And as the research on police use of discretion discussed ear-
lier in this chapter suggests, situational and individual characteristics appear 
to affect decisions in the moment. But the use of discretion and the context for 
making decisions can be changed, and the majority of police agencies around 
the country have been taking steps to change things, to improve relations be-
tween adolescents and law enforcement. The most comprehensive changes have 
come under the umbrella of community-oriented policing.

Community-Oriented Policing

Community-oriented policing (COP) got its start in the late 1970s as a way to 
build a partnership between the police and the public, to improve relationships, 
and to reduce delinquency. Community-oriented policing is different from its 
immediate predecessors, team policing and problem-oriented policing, inasmuch 
as it focuses on the neighborhood and its problems and attempts to involve resi-
dents of the neighborhood in fi nding solutions.103 More specifi cally, community-
oriented policing is “a new philosophy of policing, based on the concept that 
police offi cers and private citizens working together in creative ways can help 
solve contemporary community problems related to crime, fear of crime, social 
and physical disorder, and neighborhood decay.” 104 It involves a major change 
in the role of the police, reallocating patrol offi cers’ time, and developing part-
nerships with community groups. Strategies include the use of foot or bicycle 
patrols, assigning offi cers to smaller, specifi c areas to work in, organizing com-
munity meetings, decentralizing police stations and locating them in neighbor-
hoods, malls, and near schools, conducting community surveys, and dealing 
with everyday problems and disorder in the neighborhoods.105 
 According to Robert Trojanowicz and Bonnie Bucqueroux, “juveniles rep-
resent a special problem for community policing.” 106 Juveniles are not only ma-
jor players in local crime, especially violent crime (see Chapter 3), but are also 
among the most likely to be victimized, with much of that victimization occur-
ring within the home (see Chapter 10). Community-oriented policing provides a 
signifi cant opportunity for police “to see themselves as the fi rst line of defense in 
protecting our nation’s children.” 107 Thus, police need to be active in identify-
ing abused and neglected children by taking opportunities to check on children 
when they respond to calls at residences or come into contact with families out-
side their homes in neighborhood settings. Police also need to develop coopera-
tive relationships with those social agencies involved in investigating and dealing 
with child abuse and neglect. Lastly, COP offi cers are in a position to link fami-
lies experiencing problems with public and private counseling programs. COP 
offi cers, thus, are able to engage in delinquency prevention at the primary level 
by identifying problems early, working with families, and solving problems that 
would otherwise eventually lead to delinquent behavior. 
 Youths also need to be involved in developing and implementing commu-
nity policing. Unfortunately, juveniles are much less likely to be involved in 
community meetings with police where local programs are likely to be devel-
oped.108 And, as noted earlier, many youths hold very negative perceptions of 
police as a result of having been stopped, often disrespected, and sometimes 
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Police offi cers provide service, trust, and safety to all citizens, especially children. 
Decades of research indicate that the general public overwhelmingly approves of 
the police and appreciates their public service. Yet the media often portrays the 
police and the citizenry as enemies, why?
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illegally searched. When COP programs solicit community ideas from surveys, 
they should fi nd ways of tapping into the concerns and attitudes of neighbor-
hood youths and whenever possible, invite a representative group of youths to 
attend meetings. Some COP offi cers have developed youth-oriented programs 
within their departments aimed at helping offi cers and youths to get to know 
and understand one another. For instance, the “Brown Baggin’ with the Blues” 
program, developed by the Denver Police Department, creates opportunities for 
children and COP offi cers to have lunch together. The International Association 
of Chiefs of Police has recognized another program, called “Kops ’n’ Kids,” that 
brings offi cers and children together in fun activities as an alternative to inter-
actions based on anti-drug or antigang speeches. Offi cers share lunch with the 
children, bring their K-9s along for demonstrations, and form jogging clubs to 
provide positive role models and build trust. Finally, the Greeley (Colorado) Po-
lice Department developed an “Adopt-an-Offi cer” program in which COP offi -
cers volunteer to be adopted by elementary classes. Students visit police stations 
and offi cers and students exchange cards and share meals.109

Police Diversion Programs

The best of community-oriented prevention efforts sometimes fail, and youths 
become delinquent and come into contact with the police as suspected offend-
ers. After police decide to take a child into custody, they must decide what to 
do with the juvenile. Of the children police took into custody in 2003, 71 per-
cent were referred to juvenile court, 7 percent were referred directly to criminal 
court, while the remaining youths were referred to a welfare agency or handled 
within the department and released.110 

Internal Diversion The most basic form of internal diversion is diversion 
without referral. In these cases, police warn, counsel, and release the child with-
out taking any formal action. In contrast, there is diversion with referral, where 
a youth is referred to a program administered by an agency other than the juve-
nile justice system. Diversion with referral usually takes one of four forms.
 An internal referral, or an in-house diversion, is the referral of a case from 
one branch of the police department to another branch better equipped to handle 
it. In-house programs can be organized in different ways. In some departments, 
an offi cer administers the program and supervises a team of full-time profes-
sional counselors, usually civilians. In a variation of this approach, an offi cer 
serves as an administrator and directs the efforts of a team of volunteer counsel-
ors. Typical internal referral programs include community volunteer programs, 
recreation programs, and probation programs (see Box 13-4 for a discussion of 
a police diversion program in Alberta, Canada).
 The goal of community volunteer programs is to identify and recruit citi-
zens to provide assistance to problem youths. The citizens serve as Big Brothers 
or Big Sisters or by providing educational tutoring or employment opportuni-
ties. Police offi cers are responsible for identifying and developing liaisons with 
the citizens. Volunteers are trained in the objectives of the diversion program 
(for instance, counseling about drugs and alcohol) and receive additional train-
ing in child development and crisis intervention techniques.
 Recreation programs are found in many large and medium-sized police de-
partments. Athletic activities, such as Police Athletic League programs, attempt 
to channel the energy of delinquent youths into socially constructive activities. 

M4313.indb   444M4313.indb   444 8/23/07   4:11:00 PM8/23/07   4:11:00 PM



c h a p t e r  13 Police and Delinquency 445

These programs are based on the assumption that if youths are exposed to the 
benefi ts of sportsmanship, playing by the rules, and healthy competition, they 
will internalize these values and apply them to other spheres of life. It is believed 
that by having the police directly involved in these programs, relations between 
police and juveniles will be improved.

P
olice are not always required to formally 
charge youths even when there is suffi -
cient evidence to do so. In cases where 

the offense is less serious in nature, the po-
lice may decide to exercise their discretion 
by diverting a young offender from the youth 
justice system and to a youth justice com-
mittee. Youth justice committees are groups 
of volunteers working in partnership with the 
Alberta justice system. The police may refer 
youths directly to youth justice committees 
for guidance, counseling, or direction. Impor-
tantly, if a youth fails to comply with the di-
rections of the youth justice committee, no 
further action can be taken. Whether a youth 
complies or fails to comply, the diversionary 
referral does not constitute a young offender 
record.

First- and second-time youthful offenders 
who are at least 12-years-old and under age 
18 at the time of their offense are eligible 
to be diverted to the youth justice commit-
tee. However, there are a few offenses that 
exclude youths from participation. These in-
clude acts or threats of violence, breaking 
and entering an inhabited dwelling, perjury, 
and all driving-related offenses. While simple 
possession of marijuana or its products are 
not excluded, all other drug offenses are. In 
all cases, youths considered for the program 
must accept responsibility for the offense and 
be willing to meet with the committee.

The youth justice committee diversion 
program is designed to allow citizens to work 
out differences among young offenders, vic-
tims, and community members, to provide 
community-based resolutions to youth crime, 
and to provide young offenders with an alter-
native to the formal court process. It is guided 
by the following principles:

• Young persons should be held account-
able for their criminal behavior.

• There must be regard for the rights and 
freedoms of young persons and victims.

• The least intrusive alternatives and restric-
tions of a young person’s freedom must be 
sought while maintaining the protection of 
the community.

• The community has a right and respon-
sibility to participate in the youth justice 
system.

Once a youth referred by the police is di-
verted to the youth justice committee, every ef-
fort is taken to expedite the matter as quickly 
as possible (maximum length of involvement 
is 45 days). In most cases, a onetime meet-
ing with the youth, his or her parent(s), and 
the victim (if willing) is suffi cient to make the 
juvenile understand the consequences of the 
offending behavior. The committee will ne-
gotiate conditions to be imposed, bearing in 
mind the youth’s age, full-time attendance at 
school, and time available to comply with con-
ditions. Appropriate conditions that may be 
imposed include

• Personal or written apology to the victim.

• Personal service to the victim.

• Community services to a nonprofit com-
munity or government agency.

• Return property or pay restitution to the 
victim.

To further explore police diversion of juvenile 
offenders to the youth justice committee pro-
gram, visit the Alberta Solicitor General web-
site at http://solgen.gov.ab.ca/yjc.

Source: Guidelines for Police Diversion: Referrals to Youth 

Justice Committees, online at http://solgen.gov.ab.ca/yjc, 

accessed May 3, 2007.

Police Diversion Committees in Alberta, Canada
D E L I N Q U E N C Y  A R O U N D  T H E  G L O B Eb o x  1 3 - 4
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 Diversionary probation programs are designed to teach children that they 
must stay out of trouble. Children who are assigned to a probation program 
must report to police offi cers on a regular basis. The purpose of the meetings 
is to allow the juvenile to inform the police of his or her activities since the last 
visit and to receive encouragement, advice, or warning (as warranted) from the 
offi cers. Children who violate conditions of the program are referred to juvenile 
court.

External Diversion External diversion programs are an alternative to pro-
cessing the child through the juvenile justice system. External referrals involve 
the police diversion of youths to programs outside the police agency. An ex-
ample of an external diversion program can be found in the Honolulu Police 
Department’s restorative justice model in which juveniles are referred to a Real 
Justice conferencing program. Real Justice conferences have participants (of-
fenders, victims, and community representatives) sitting in circles and facilitated 
by a neutral third party. The offender is required to speak fi rst and take re-
sponsibility for his or her actions and then to answer questions from the other 
participants aimed at having the youths refl ect on the consequences of his or 
her behavior. Not all juvenile offenders are eligible to participate in this diver-
sion program; shoplifting and runaway cases and youths who refuse to admit to 
wrongdoing are excluded.111

 Police departments use four criteria to decide whether to refer youths 
to a community service agency: acceptability, suitability, availability, and 
accountability.112

•  Acceptability. Police offi cers have a tendency to stereotype certain service 
agencies as soft, lenient, coddling, and permissive. Police generally view free 
clinics, runaway shelters, and crisis centers with suspicion. Police see these 
programs as catering to the vices of youths rather than controlling or pre-
venting them.

•  Suitability. Many community service agencies are unsuitable for use by the 
police. An agency may accept only certain cases, or its policies and practices 
may confl ict with those of police. Other practical considerations that affect 
suitability are restrictive costs, long waiting lists, and insuffi cient person-
nel. Furthermore, many service agencies are open only between 9 a.m. and 
5 p.m., making it diffi cult for police to utilize their services fully.

•  Availability. Over the years, various recommendations have been made in 
an attempt to provide community resources where none exist. Two prob-
lems may arise regarding such resources. First, availability of resources is no 
guarantee of quality. Second, there is often a low level of resource awareness 
among police. For instance, when Malcolm Klein interviewed offi cers in six 
California cities on the availability of community resources, he found that 
they had little knowledge about what was available.113

•  Accountability. The appropriateness of a referral can never be fully known 
without formal procedures for follow-up. By actively soliciting comments 
from referral agencies, police are better equipped to make future referrals 
and improve communication with service agencies. Better communication, 
in turn, improves coordination and the ability of agencies to respond to po-
lice needs.

The majority of a police 

offi cer’s time is spent 

maintaining order, 

not performing law 

enforcement functions. 

Have attitudes toward 

and appreciation of 

police offi cers changed 

since the terrorist attacks 

of September 11, 2001? 

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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The fi rst American police departments were modeled after the English police. 
They included constables and a night watch. By the middle of the 19th century, 
nearly all big cities had established police departments that closely resembled 
those we see today. With the creation of the fi rst juvenile court in 1899, police 
work with juveniles changed substantially as they found themselves increasingly 
required to work with noncriminal, status offending youths. By the mid-1950s, 
police offi cers given juvenile assignments began to specialize and improve their 
professional status.

Most encounters between police and juveniles are constrained by the same 
rules and court decisions governing police–adult interactions, but this has not 
always been the case, and the courts and state legislatures provide for some dif-
ferences in treatment. For example, juveniles are typically taken into custody, 
not arrested; booking procedures in most states prohibit fi ngerprinting and pho-
tographing juveniles; and youths are not given the same latitude in waiving their 
right to remain silent or to have an attorney present as are adults.

The police offi cer’s discretionary decision to arrest a juvenile suspected of a 
crime is based on many factors. Some of the factors are legal; others are extral-
egal. The offense seriousness, a youth’s prior record, presence of evidence, suspi-
ciousness, and characteristics of the juvenile, such as race, sex, age, and attitude, 
all affect how an offi cer will respond to a situation. The decision to arrest a 
child is important because it gets the juvenile justice process started. At a mini-
mum, an arrest may lead to a tainted reputation. In the worst case, adjudication 
and confi nement may follow. When police take a child into custody, they must 
decide what to do next and they choose among alternative actions. Children 
may be referred to juvenile court for processing; they can be handled informally 
within the department; or they can be referred to an agency outside the juvenile 
justice system. The decision police make is based on many criteria, including of-
fense seriousness and the availability of appropriate community resources.

Discretionary decisions by the police, especially decisions appearing to be 
arbitrary or discriminatory, have led to relational problems between youths and 
police. Recent developments in community policing have been aimed at reduc-
ing the distance between youths and cops as well as providing opportunities for 
police to divert many youths out of the juvenile justice system. Unfortunately, 
the majority of youths taken into custody by the police fi nd their way into more 
formal processing. In the next chapter, we will explore the juvenile court and 
what happens to juveniles who enter that stage of the juvenile justice system.

Booking The offi cial recording of a person into detention after arrest.

Community-oriented policing Police offi cers and private citizens working together can help 

solve community problems related to crime, fear of crime, social and physical disorder, 

and neighborhood decay.

Exclusionary rule A legal rule that states evidence police produce illegally is not admis-

sible in court. 

Miranda v. Arizona Established the right to protection from self-incrimination under the 

Fifth Amendment and the right to legal counsel under the Sixth Amendment.

Police discretion The authority of police to choose one course of action over another.k
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Probable cause A set of facts that would lead a reasonable person to believe that a crime 

has been committed and that the person to be arrested committed it.

Yarborough v. Alvarado Police do not need to factor in the age and inexperience of a sus-

pect in their decision of whether to read a juvenile his or her Miranda rights if the youth 

is not believed to be “in custody.”
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T
he origins of the American juvenile court were discussed in Chapter 1; 
this chapter examines the transformation of the court through the 20th 
century and into the early 21st century. One of the most signifi cant 
changes in this transformation was the movement away from the 
court’s traditional paternalistic and protectionist view of children to 
one that took an increasingly adversarial and punitive approach to 

dealing with them.
 Less than a decade after Illinois established its juvenile court in 1899, 
10 more states and the District of Columbia followed suit. By 1925 all but two 
states had passed juvenile codes and created special juvenile courts. When Wyo-
ming established its juvenile court in 1945, the list was complete.1 However, 
creating the juvenile court system was much easier than making it work. In 
many cities, juvenile courts did not function to achieve their prescribed tasks. In 
practically all states, reformatories and penal institutions continued to be fi lled 
with hundreds of children. In many jurisdictions where detention homes had not 
been provided for court use, children were still confi ned in jails, often with adult 
criminals, to await hearings. 
 Although the juvenile courts began to employ more full-time professional 
probation offi cers, their effectiveness was hindered by large caseloads that ham-
pered complete investigation and treatment.2 One consequence was that juvenile 
offenders made only infrequent appearances at their probation offi cer’s station. 
These visits replaced the idealized home visits and were usually far too hurried 
and superfi cial to promote a meaningful exchange between the adult supervisor 
and the young offender.
 From the juvenile court’s inception, many youths accused of serious offenses 
were left in the adult criminal system. According to Sanford Fox, developments 
in the treatment of juvenile offenders, from the house of refuge movement, to 
the juvenile court’s establishment, to the concerns in the 1970s with removing 
status offenders from the court system, have focused on “petty offenses and sal-
vageable offenders.”3

 By the 1980s much of the attention and concern of the court had shifted 
to the growing number of serious juvenile offenders, and the watchwords be-
came secure detention, punishment, deterrence, and waiver to criminal court. 
Although the juvenile court has experienced upheavals and controversies as well 
as varied reform movements over the years, it is still the mainstay of society’s at-
tempt to control delinquent and wayward youths (see Box 14-1 for a discussion 
of the juvenile courts in France).

JURISDICTION OF THE JUVENILE COURT

The juvenile justice system, and especially the juvenile court, was originally con-
ceived to prevent future criminal conduct by paternalistically treating or reha-
bilitating young offenders. To achieve this goal, broad statutory authority was 
deemed necessary to allow the court to intervene in a wide range of situations 
and to bring many juveniles under its jurisdiction. In other words, the system 
allowed the state to intervene in the juvenile’s life virtually as it pleased. Such 
broad jurisdiction was built on the assumption that the child’s parents would 
be expected to be concerned with the full range of adolescent behavior—from 
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criminal acts to smoking and skipping school—and the court, in its parens pa-
triae role, should act as a “super parent” when the natural parents were unsuc-
cessful. Thus, the early juvenile court established jurisdiction over both criminal 
and noncriminal (status offenses) behavior of youths. However, during the latter 
part of the 20th century, nearly all states removed status offenders from the 
juvenile court to be handled by family or other civil courts.

F
ollowing developments in the United 
States by nearly a half century, the Order
of 2 February 1945 “On Delinquent Youth”

established the contemporary juvenile court 
in France. It provided for specialized “juvenile 
judges,” and the court’s responsibility was to 
educate and reform delinquents. The French 
juvenile court gave the judge great power to 
inquire into the “material and moral status” 
of the youth’s family, the child’s character, 
school behavior and academic achievement, 
and past record of delinquency. In addition, 
judges could order psychological and medical 
examinations.

Hearings are not public, and except for the 
child and his or her parents, there are few 
people in attendance. Those typically involved 
in the hearing include the judge, two magis-
trate assistants, a prosecutor or deputy pros-
ecutor, a defense attorney (either appointed 
or hired by the family), the court clerk, and 
possibly a social case worker. In minor cases, 
judges hold hearings in their chambers. If the 
child is determined to be delinquent, the judge 
can select from a variety of dispositions, in-
cluding returning the child to his or her home, 
formally cautioning the child, placing the child 
on probation, or placing the child in a special 
school for delinquents or in another type of 
specialized children’s home.

Catherine Blatier surveyed juvenile courts 
in four representative jurisdictions, includ-
ing Paris, St. Etienne, Gap, and Rennes. Her 
research indicates that most cases brought 
before the French juvenile courts involve sim-
ple thefts. Nearly 75 percent of the cases 
involved theft, car or moped theft, or aggra-
vated theft. Fewer than 8 percent involved 
violent crimes, and only 1 percent were drug-

related. Boys committed more than 90 percent 
of the cases brought to the juvenile courts; 
nearly half of the youths were 17 or 18 years 
old; only about a third of both boys and girls 
committed their crimes alone.

Refl ecting the nonpunitive approach of the 
French courts, dispositions during the 5 years 
studied suggest that very few juveniles were 
placed in custodial situations. For fi rst-time of-
fenders, 5 percent of the youths were acquitted
or discharged, 35 percent of the recommenda-
tions involved a warning, 13 percent were left 
in the care of the family or guardian, 25 percent
received formal or informal probation, 8 percent
were required to pay compensation, 6 percent
were only fi ned, 5 percent were placed in care,
and only 3 percent of the youths received a sen-
tence of institutional confi nement. Second-time
offenders were treated much more harshly, 
with 55 percent placed in institutions.

France is beginning to face more frequent 
and more serious delinquent behavior by its 
youths, including rioting involving extensive 
destruction of property and assaults against 
citizens and authorities. These offenders are 
also getting younger. However, French law pro-
hibits the incarceration of children under the 
age of 16, and with children as young as 10 
committing serious crimes, lawmakers might 
begin to consider some of the “get-tough” 
measures that many experts argue helped 
reduce serious juvenile delinquency in the 
United States in the late 1990s.

Sources: Catherine Blatier, “Juvenile Justice in France: 

The Evolution of Sentencing for Children and Minor Delin-

quents,” British Journal of Criminology 39:240–252 (1999); 

Molly Moore, “As Youth Riots Spread Across France, Muslim 

Groups Attempt to Intervene,” Washington Post, November 5, 

2005:A1.

Juvenile Justice in France
D E L I N Q U E N C Y  A R O U N D  T H E  G L O B Eb o x  1 4 - 1
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 The juvenile courts in most states have original jurisdiction over all youths 
who are under age 18 at the time of arrest. In 37 states, the District of Colum-
bia, and the federal districts, 17 is the upper age limit for jurisdiction; 10 states 
set the limit at age 16; and three states (Connecticut, New York, and North Car-
olina) set the upper age limit at 15. Most states also set minimum ages at which 
a juvenile may be transferred to adult court (discussed later in this chapter).4

 The states also establish lower age limits for juvenile court jurisdiction in 
delinquency matters. The lowest age of jurisdiction refl ects the interests of the 
states in early intervention into the lives of juveniles. Ten states set the lowest 
age for jurisdiction at age 10, one state (Arizona) sets it at age 8, three (Mary-
land, Massachusetts, and New York) set it at 7, and one (North Carolina) sets it 
at 6. The remaining states and the District of Columbia have no specifi ed lowest 
age for juvenile court jurisdiction.
 The original juvenile justice system intended that youthful offenders would 
be handled outside of the formal, adversarial criminal justice system. But some 
juveniles who commit certain crimes have always been eligible for prosecution 
in the criminal courts through a waiver of jurisdiction process (discussed later 
in this chapter). While some states maintain exclusive jurisdiction over some 
crimes regardless of the juvenile’s age, most states have established procedures 
for waiver to criminal court depending on the age–crime combination. Finally, a 
few states statutorily specify concurrent jurisdiction whereby prosecutors have 
the authority to fi le cases involving juveniles accused of certain crimes in either 
juvenile or criminal court.

PROCESSING JUVENILE OFFENDERS

What happens when a child is brought into the juvenile court system? Typically 
a case fl ows through the system by fi rst being reported to police, who refer it 
to the court. Then if the case is processed by the juvenile court intake depart-
ment, the youth is formally charged by the prosecutor, the case is adjudicated in 
a court hearing, and the youth is possibly assigned to some form of correctional 
activity. At any point in this fl ow, a case may be diverted, dismissed, or termi-
nated in some other way, returning the child to the outside world.

Arrest

Adult law violators are arrested by police, but juvenile offenders have tradition-
ally been “taken into custody,” refl ecting the civil rather than criminal nature 
of the juvenile court. In fact, much of the terminology used in the juvenile court 
refl ects this difference (see Table 14-1). States vary in their procedural rules re-
garding the arrest of juveniles. Many states do not require arrest warrants as 
they would with adults in similar circumstances.5 Whether juveniles are only 
taken into custody or formally arrested, authorities must provide them with es-
sentially the same fundamental constitutional protections that apply when ar-
resting adults, such as probable cause and protections against unreasonable 
search and seizure (see Chapter 13).

Most people would agree 

that serious violent 

repeat juvenile offenders 

are the real concern, not 

youths involved in petty 

delinquency. Should the 

juvenile justice system 

be used exclusively 

for youths engaging in 

minor offenses? Should 

serious violent juvenile 

delinquents always be 

prosecuted and punished 

as adults?

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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 Police are generally the fi rst to make a formal determination on whether to 
process the juvenile. They also exercise discretion, and not all eligible youths 
are formally arrested. If police decide to arrest a child, subsequent actions are 
then largely determined by legal statutes. In some states, police are required to 
notify a probation offi cer or other offi cial designated by the juvenile court; in 
other states, police are required to notify only the child’s parents. But whenever 
a juvenile is taken into police custody, he or she goes to the police station for ini-
tial screening and possible interrogation, after which the police decide whether 
to terminate the case, divert it to an alternative program, or refer it to juvenile 
court for formal intake.

Court Intake

Courts with juvenile jurisdiction handle an estimated 1,600,000 delinquency 
cases each year. Arrest rates of juveniles fell dramatically since the mid-1990s, 
but there was no comparable decline in court cases. Between 1985 and 2002, 
the volume of the court cases handled by the juvenile courts around the country 
increased by 41 percent. However, delinquency cases dropped 11 percent from 
the 1997 peak to 2002. Juvenile cases involving crimes against the person and 
public order offenses each increased about 110 percent between 1985 and 2002, 
while drug cases increased by 159 percent. During this period, property offense 
cases actually dropped by 10 percent.6 These delinquency cases were referred 
to the courts by a variety of sources, including law enforcement agencies, social 
service agencies, schools, parents, probation offi cers, and victims. 

table 14-1  Comparison of Terminology in the Criminal and Juvenile Justice 

Systems

CRIMINAL JUSTICE SYSTEM JUVENILE JUSTICE SYSTEM

Crime Delinquent act

Criminal Delinquent

Arrest Take into custody

Arraignment Intake hearing

Indictment Petition

Not guilty plea Deny the petition

Guilty plea Agree to an adjudication fi nding

Plea bargain Adjustment

Jail Detention facility

Trial Adjudication hearing

Conviction Adjudication

Presentence investigation Social history

Sentencing Disposition hearing

Sentence Disposition

Incarceration Commitment

Prison Training school, reform school, youth center

Parole Aftercare

M4313.indb   453M4313.indb   453 8/23/07   4:11:04 PM8/23/07   4:11:04 PM



454 s e c t i o n  4 The Juvenile Justice System

 Once referred to the court, juveniles go through a case-screening process 
called intake. Intake procedures are designed to screen out cases that do not 
warrant a formal court hearing, such as the following:

• Cases involving matters over which the court has no jurisdiction.

• Cases in which the evidence against the child is insuffi cient.

• Cases that are not serious enough to require juvenile court adjudication.

•  Cases in which the youth or his or her family have already compensated the 
victim.

• Cases that should be waived to criminal court.

 The intake department may also order social history investigations, medical 
or psychological diagnoses, or other studies that might be used to determine the 
suitability of juvenile court involvement. Informal hearings, adjudications, and 
probation supervision are frequently administered at the intake level without 
referral to a judge.
 While most state statutes on intake are deliberately broad, some jurisdictions 
have formulated specifi c guidelines for intake offi cials to consider when deciding 

The use of detention 
has increased more 
rapidly for females 
than males. What 

explains the recent 
surge in serious 

delinquency among 
females? What 

unique problems do 
female delinquents 

pose? 
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whether to fi le a petition or to adjust a case informally. The seriousness of the 
offense is the most important element considered. A number of courts specify 
that certain offenses may not be adjusted or, more generally, that no felony of-
fense may be adjusted. The range of available adjustments at the intake stage is 
limited only by the availability of resources in the community and the imagina-
tion of the intake staff. If a child has been referred on a minor charge and the 
intake offi cer determines that court intervention is not necessary, but feels the 
child needs to be impressed with the seriousness of his or her actions, the offi cer 
may lecture the child. To make the warning more impressive, the youth may be 
taken before a judge in his or her chambers for a stern reprimand.
 The intake process often selects informal adjustment for cases deemed to be 
best handled through discretionary nonjudicial dispositions. One approach to in-
formal adjustment is the use of a summary disposition in which the child is either 
simply warned; required to participate in a community service program, make 
restitution, or apologize to the complainant; or referred to a diversion program 
(see Box 14-2). Another approach to informal adjustment is the use of informal 
probation, in which the child is expected to comply with probationary conditions 
similar to that of court-ordered probation, possibly including community service, 
victim restitution, or voluntary probation supervision. Informal adjustment is 
widely used. In 2002 slightly over 38 percent of all juveniles being supervised on 
probation were supervised in some form of informal, or voluntary, probation.7

 Problems with informal probation have arisen, however, since informal su-
pervision of juveniles by probation personnel is conducted in much the same 
way as supervision of adjudicated children. If children and their parents are 
unfamiliar with juvenile court procedures, they sometimes agree to informal 
probation, not realizing that they have the right to a court hearing before the 
probation staff has any sanctioned authority over the child’s behavior and that 
an admission of guilt, which is a requirement for diversion, will become part of 
the child’s formal juvenile record.
 Perhaps more problematic at intake is that in many jurisdictions, statements 
made by juveniles during interviews with a probation or intake offi cer may be 
admissible later in the adjudication hearing. Although courts have held that juve-
niles have no constitutional right to counsel during the informal intake process, 
a few states, such as Washington, have established a statutory right to counsel 
for juveniles at intake.8

Filing the Petition If intake procedures result in a decision to submit the 
child to a formal court hearing, a petition is fi led. A petition sets forth the spe-
cifi c charge that a delinquent act has been committed. It serves to notify the 
child of the claims made about his or her misconduct. The petition is the coun-
terpart of an indictment in criminal prosecutions and a complaint in civil litiga-
tion, with the petition requesting either an adjudicatory or waiver hearing. 
 The prosecutor at this stage evaluates the case in terms of its legal adequacy. 
In any case in which a juvenile is alleged to qualify for prosecution in the juve-
nile court, the prosecutor submits a petition to the court. If the prosecutor de-
cides not to fi le the petition, that decision is regarded as fi nal, and the case is dis-
missed. If the prosecutor does fi le the petition, it is usually followed by a report 
by the intake offi cer on the behavior patterns and social history of the juvenile.

Disparities in Intake Decisions About 58 percent of all delinquency cases 
referred to the juvenile court are offi cially processed. Cases involving juveniles 
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R
oberto Potter and Suman Kakar contend 
the primary purpose of juvenile diver-
sion is to divert adolescents from early 

encounters with the juvenile justice system. 
Diversion may occur at any of a number of 
points. For example, police utilize diversion 
in handling juvenile offenders, such as an 
offi cer’s decision to handle a complaint infor-
mally, and juvenile courts have developed a 
wide variety of diversion programs, including 
placement of a youth on informal probation or 
placement in specialized counseling or treat-
ment programs. In any of these situations, 
diversion is intended to suspend or terminate 
the offi cial handling of juveniles in favor of 
some informal or unoffi cial alternative.

The formal juvenile court process can be 
suspended prior to the fi ling of a petition to 
permit the juvenile to be handled informally by 
community agencies, a process called infor-
mal adjustment. In other words, diversion al-
lows youths to avoid formal court processing 
and adjudication and the stigma that typically 
accompanies formal action. First-time offend-
ers charged with minor misdemeanors, repeat 
status offenders, or youths already participat-
ing in a community-based treatment program 
are generally considered good candidates for 
diversion programs.

Most diversion programs offer innovative 
approaches to treatment and rehabilitation. 
Early programs, such as Project Crossroads 
in Washington, DC, combined counseling, vo-
cational training, and academic development 
opportunities for fi rst-time offenders with no 
prior convictions and facing charges for a non-
violent offense. Sacramento’s Project 601 
aimed to reduce court costs and recidivism 
rates by combining crisis intervention and 
counseling for juveniles identifi ed as truants, 
habitual runaways, or incorrigibles.

Current diversion programs may involve 
mediation, in which meetings are scheduled 
among the complainant, the juvenile, and a 
neutral hearing offi cer who facilitates com-
munication between the disputants and helps 
them reach a mutually acceptable resolution 
to the confl ict. Community youth boards are 
informal hearing boards that determine which, 
if any, services should be provided to children 

referred by schools, police, the juvenile court, 
parents, or the children themselves. While 
some boards only accept status offender re-
ferrals, others allow referrals of all juvenile 
offenders.

Diversion programs may also be designed 
to provide alternatives to formal placement 
in a correctional institution. For example, 
wilderness programs attempt to take street-
wise youths, with their well-developed skills at 
conning and manipulating people, and place 
them in a setting where they cannot avoid 
taking responsibility. The goal of these pro-
grams is to increase youths’ self-respect 
through self-discipline and through overcom-
ing both physical and psychological challenges 
encountered in individual and group efforts. 
Two recent innovative diversion approaches, 
youth courts and drug courts, are discussed 
later in this chapter.

Are diversion programs effective? Advo-
cates argue that such programs reduce court 
caseloads and costs, reduce the time staff 
spend in case processing, reduce the time 
the juvenile is involved in the juvenile justice 
system, and reduce recidivism. Critics, on the 
other hand, argue that diversion may actually 
increase the number of cases sent to the ju-
venile court as diverted youths are typically 
drawn from a group traditionally released by 
police or probation staff without further ac-
tion, a process known as net-widening. Critics 
also note that diversion from juvenile justice 
processing raises fundamental issues of fair-
ness: Selection for diversion may be arbitrary 
or biased; procedural rights may be over-
looked or ignored; eligibility requirements may 
violate due process; and long-term effects 
may hinder the juvenile’s return to society.

Sources: Roberto Potter and Suman Kakar, “The Diversion 

Decision-Making Process from the Juvenile Court Practitio-

ners’ Perspective,” Journal of Contemporary Criminal Justice 

18:20–36 (2002); Patrick Griffi n and Patricia Torbet, Desk-

top Guide to Good Juvenile Probation Practice (Pittsburgh: 

National Center for Juvenile Justice, 2002); Albert Roberts, 

Juvenile Justice: Policies, Programs, and Services (Chicago: 

Dorsey Press, 1989); Steven Patrick, Robert Marsh, Wade 

Bundy, Susan Mimura, and Tina Perkins, “Control Group 

Study of Juvenile Diversion Programs: An Experiment in Juve-

nile Diversion—The Comparison of Three Methods and a Con-

trol Group,” The Social Science Journal 41:129–135 (2004).

Diversion of Juveniles from the Juvenile Justice System
D E L I N Q U E N C Y  P R E V E N T I O Nb o x  1 4 - 2
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age 16 or older are more likely to be petitioned than cases involving younger 
juveniles. Regardless of offense, juvenile courts are more likely to petition cases 
involving males than females. For example, 63 percent of males were petitioned 
in 2002; only 54 percent of females were. On the other hand, African Ameri-
can youths are signifi cantly more likely than white youths to be petitioned (66 
versus 57 percent). Differences in likelihood of being petitioned are greatest in 
cases involving drugs, where 78 percent of African American juveniles are peti-
tioned, compared with 56 percent of whites.9

 Lisa Bond-Maupin and her colleagues examined intake decisions in a juris-
diction in which Hispanic girls are in a numerical majority. Referrals for drug 
offenses were rare, and there were no referrals for serious violent crimes. How-
ever, Bond-Maupin and her colleagues report that it was clear the juvenile justice 
system was designed for boys: “Not only were referrals of boys more common, 
but the overwhelming majority of probation and parole resources were allocated 
to referred and adjudicated males.” 10 At intake, girls’ cases were more likely to 
be handled informally as a result of intake workers viewing girls’ cases as less 
serious or tied to family problems or the sexual behavior of the girls.
 Michael Leiber and Kristin Mack report that African American juveniles 
“are more likely than their white counterparts at intake to be referred on for 
further court processing. At intake, African Americans are also more likely 
to be released than participate in diversion when compared to white youth.”11 
However, they also note that being from a single-parent household disadvan-
tages African American youths at intake, increasing the likelihood of receiving 
more severe outcomes.

Bail and Detention

Most adults are afforded the right to bail if they are arrested. Bail is a money 
or cash bond deposited with the court or bail bondsman allowing the person to 
be released on the assurance he or she will appear in court at the proper time. 
However, if a child is not released immediately to his or her parents after being 
taken into custody, the child must be taken to a local or regional juvenile deten-
tion facility. When no bail or bond is available for juveniles, the detention hear-
ing is typically used when the court considers whether to release the juvenile. 
 Juvenile detention is the temporary confi nement of children within a physi-
cally restricting facility pending fi ling of a petition, while awaiting adjudication 
or disposition hearings, or the implementation of disposition. The primary pur-
pose behind detention is twofold: (1) to ensure the youth appears for all court 
hearings and (2) to protect the community from future offending by the youth.12 
If a youth is brought to the detention facility by the police after having been 
taken into custody, intake probation offi cers must then determine whether the 
youth should be released or detained. If the juvenile is to be detained, then a pe-
tition must be fi led and a detention hearing scheduled within 48 to 72 hours.13 
For example, Alabama requires that a child taken into custody be released ex-
cept in situations where

•  The child has no parent, guardian, custodian, or other suitable person able 
and willing to provide supervision and care for such child.

•  The release of the child would present a clear and substantial threat of a 
serious nature to the person or property of others where the child is alleged 
to be delinquent.
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•  The release of such child would present a serious threat of substantial harm 
to such child.

• The child has a history of failing to appear for hearings before the court.14

 Juveniles also may be detained for evaluation purposes and while awaiting 
placement in a long-term correctional or treatment facility. And like adults de-
tained in jail, the mere fact of being detained increases the likelihood of being 
adjudicated delinquent and receiving a more severe disposition.15

 In recent years, both federal and state courts have held that a juvenile may 
not be detained pending trial on charges of delinquency without a prompt de-
termination of probable cause. However, in 1984 the Supreme Court reversed 
this ruling in Schall v. Martin (discussed in more detail later in this chapter).16 
The justices upheld a New York statute authorizing the pretrial detention of 
an accused juvenile who, if released, may pose a “serious risk” by committing 
the equivalent of an adult crime. The statute provides for a detention hearing; 
however, a formal fi nding that there is probable cause to believe that the youth 
committed the offense for which he or she was arrested is not required prior to 
his or her detention.
 Approximately 20 percent of all delinquency cases brought before the ju-
venile court result in detentions prior to disposition.17 According to the most 
recent reports, a total of 329,800 juveniles were held for some period of time in 
detention facilities. Of the detained delinquency cases, 11 percent were related 
to drugs, 27 percent involved public order offenses, 29 percent involved crimes 
against the person, and 32 percent involved property crimes.18

Disparities in Detention Race and sex disparities exist in detention as they 
do in arrest decisions, adjudications, dispositions, waivers, decisions about 
community corrections versus institutional placement (discussed later in this 
chapter). As Eleanor Hoytt and her colleagues argue, “Because detention is a 
key entry point from which youth further penetrate the juvenile justice system, 
decisions made at detention can have profound impact on disproportionality 
throughout the system.”19 These disparities or overrepresentations raise se-
rious questions and, for many people, suggest the possibility of race and sex 
discrimination.
 But overrepresentation may stem from factors other than discrimination. 
Factors relating to the seriousness and volume of crime, prior record, commu-
nity characteristics, and life circumstances—such as dropping out of school or 
living with a single parent—may infl uence the decisions of police, intake offi -
cers, and juvenile court judges.20

Race Secure detention was nearly twice as likely in cases involving African 
American youths than those involving white youths, even after controlling for 
general offense category. For example, 18 percent of delinquency cases involv-
ing white youths included detention at some point between referral and disposi-
tion; among cases involving African Americans, the fi gure was 25 percent. The 
most striking differences were among cases involving drug offenses and crimes 
against the person (see Figure 14-1). Detention was used in 16 percent of drug 
cases involving white youths, in 33 percent of cases involving African American 
youths. White youths were also noticeably less likely to be placed in detention 
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in cases involving property crimes and crimes against the person. Finally, the 
use of detention for delinquency cases remained relatively steady for all racial 
groups between 1986 and 2002.21

 A recent study by Michael Lieber and Kristan Fox illustrates how the im-
pact of race on detention decisions is not only somewhat complex, but has a sig-
nifi cant infl uence on subsequent decisions in the juvenile justice system. Lieber 
and Fox examined more than 5,500 juvenile court referrals in Iowa between 
1980 and 2000. While legal and extralegal variables were predictive of deten-
tion decisions, race had an independent additive and interactive effect on deten-
tion. African American youths, compared to white youths were 5 percent more 
likely to receive detention, and African American youths charged with a drug 
offense were 10 percent more likely to be detained. More important, they note 
that “African Americans also moved further through the system because of the 
effect of detention on decision making at intake, initial appearance, and judicial 
disposition.” 22 

Sex Of juveniles charged with a delinquency offense, males are more likely 
than females to be held in detention. Overall, 22 percent of male delinquency 
cases involved detention; it was involved in 17 percent of female cases. But the 
use of detention has increased more rapidly for girls than for boys. Regardless of 
the general offense category, detention was used more often for cases involving 
male juveniles (see Figure 14-2). However, girls were more likely than boys to 
be detained for minor offenses such as status offenses and traffi c offenses. 
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figure 14-1 Delinquency Cases Detained by Of fenses and Race, 2006

Source: Howard Snyder and Melissa Sickmund, Juvenile Offenders and Victims: 2006 National Report (Washing-

ton, DC: National Center for Juvenile Justice, 2006), p. 169.
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In addition, girls are more likely than boys to be placed in detention for proba-
tion and parole violations.23

 Females with less extensive delinquency histories also are more likely than 
males with similar histories to be placed in detention, to be detained for techni-
cal violations of probation, to “protect” them, and to spend more time in deten-
tion than their male counterparts.24

 Race and sex also appear to interact in terms of detention decisions. Christy 
Sharp and Jessica Simon report that in the mid-1990s approximately 63 percent 
of all girls in secure detention were African American or Hispanic and that Afri-
can American girls were about three times more likely to be detained than white 
girls.25 Bond-Maupin and her colleagues argue that the less serious nature of 
girls’ offenses do not justify the use of detention and that it is used inappropri-
ately to resolve school and family-based problems.26

Court Hearings

Even though juvenile court proceedings have historically been less adversarial 
than those in adult criminal court, in recent decades they have taken on many 
characteristics of the adversarial system. As a result of Supreme Court decisions 
and get-tough legislation by states, there has been a noticeable convergence be-
tween juvenile and adult court proceedings, with hearings in the juvenile court 
now rather adversarial in nature. However, according to Barry Feld, juvenile 
courts tend to operate with two competing conceptions of adolescents. On the 
one hand, juveniles continue to be regarded as “children” and not given all the 
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Source: Howard Snyder and Melissa Sickmund, Juvenile Offenders and Victims: 2006 National Report (Washing-

ton, DC: National Center for Juvenile Justice, 2006), p. 169.
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same protections adults receive. On the other hand, juveniles are increasingly 
being held criminally responsible for their “adult-like” crimes. Thus, Feld be-
lieves that young offenders “receive the worst of both worlds.”27

 There are three critical court hearings facing juvenile offenders. These are 
the adjudication hearing, the disposition hearing, and the waiver hearing. The 
fi rst two of these hearings are discussed next, while the waiver hearing is dis-
cussed later in this chapter.

The Adjudication Hearing An adjudication hearing determines whether the 
child committed the offense of which he or she is accused. In delinquency cases, 
the required standard of evidence is proof beyond a reasonable doubt, the same 
as that needed to sustain a criminal charge in an adult court. Hearsay is inad-
missible at the adjudication hearing. Juveniles have the right to confront and 
cross-examine witnesses and are entitled to the due process safeguards of ad-
equate, timely, and written notice of the allegations and suffi cient time to for-
mulate a response. The right to refuse to testify is also ensured under the Fifth 
Amendment. Juveniles are also entitled to the assistance of counsel. 
 To be valid, confessions must be voluntary, corroborated by someone other 
than an accomplice, and preceded by the Miranda warning, which includes the 
right to (1) remain silent, (2) have an attorney present during questioning, and 
(3) have an attorney provided free of charge if the youth cannot afford to hire 
one. If the juvenile waives these rights, any statement he or she makes may be 
used in court against him or her. Generally, this warning is also given to the 
juvenile’s parents so that they may assist in protecting their child’s constitutional 
rights. After hearing all the evidence, the court may dismiss or continue the case 
or sustain the petition. If the petition is sustained, the court sets a date for the 
disposition hearing, or the judge may ask for the social investigation report and 
make an immediate disposition of the case.

The Disposition Hearing The disposition hearing is the equivalent of the 
sentencing stage of the criminal court process. At this hearing the court de-
cides what disposition is best for the child and for the community. In the early 
years of the juvenile court, dispositions were to be in the “best interests of the 
child.” Thus, disposition hearings were informal, approached on a case-by-case 
basis, and intended to provide for the most appropriate treatment or rehabilita-
tive strategy as a means to improve the lives of the children. Early dispositions 
were noncriminal, or civil, in nature and almost entirely indeterminate, whereby 
a judge could send a child to a state institution for an undetermined amount of 
time, often until the age of maturity.
 The disposition hearing has retained many of the informal aspects that 
characterized the juvenile court system prior to the Kent and Gault decisions 
(discussed later in this chapter), although an increasing number of states are 
now using offense-based sentencing guidelines to determine appropriate sanc-
tions. For example, in Washington State, the guidelines consider the seriousness 
of the offense and the juvenile’s age, with younger, less serious offenders receiv-
ing more lenient sanctions.28 In traditional disposition hearings, the judge, the 
probation offi cer, the prosecutor, the defense attorney, and the child’s parents 
typically discuss available options. Hearsay evidence and opinions are admis-
sible at this stage.
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 The judge may, to obtain more information, withhold disposition and con-
tinue the case; or the court may release the child into the custody of his or her 
parents or place the child on probation. Judges have a great deal of discretion 
at disposition. The most common disposition is probation; however, judges may 
sentence a youth to a correctional facility or other “out-of-home” placement. In 
addition, judges have a wide variety of alternative dispositions available, such 
as restitution, home detention, fi nes, and community service. If probation is the 
disposition, the juvenile may be referred to the probation department for formal 
or informal supervision. A child may also be removed from the custody of his or 
her parents and placed under the court’s authority and be placed in a public or 
private facility or foster home.
 Disposition decisions are made in regard to a relatively small number of 
juveniles, and youths who are evaluated for various disposition outcomes have 
already been processed through several decision points. As noted earlier, there 
were nearly 1.6 million juveniles eligible for referral to the juvenile court. Of 
these cases, 58 percent were petitioned to the juvenile court for an adjudicatory 
hearing (see Figure 14-3). Roughly 7,100, or 1 percent, of the petitioned cases 
were waived to criminal court, 32 percent were not adjudicated, and 67 percent 
were adjudicated as delinquent. The majority of adjudicated delinquents were 
placed on probation (62 percent); only 23 percent resulted in out-of-home place-
ments, such as boot camp, ranch, privately operated facility, group home, or 
correctional institution.

Source: Howard Snyder and Melissa Sickmund, Juvenile Offenders and Victims: 2006 National Report (Washing-

ton, DC: National Center for Juvenile Justice, 2006), p. 177.
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Disparities in Adjudications and Dispositions Some scholars and critics 
have expressed concern regarding possible sex and racial disparities in court 
adjudications and dispositions.29 John MacDonald and Meda Chesney-Lind re-
port that, even though sex may not have an effect on early stages of the juvenile 
justice process when all relevant legal factors are controlled, once girls have been 
adjudicated delinquent they are more likely than boys to receive more severe 
dispositions than boys, especially for offenses refl ecting female defi ance, such 
as running away.30 Unjustifi ed disparities in particular communities have been 
reported in the literature, but the national statistics are less alarming. Males ac-
counted for 74 percent of all delinquency cases handled by the juvenile courts, 
and cases involving males were slightly more likely than cases involving females 
to be adjudicated (63 versus 60 percent). Of petitioned youths, 67 percent of 
whites and 56 percent of African Americans were adjudicated.31

 Minor discrepancies also appear in dispositions (see Table 14-2). Adjudi-
cated cases involving males are more likely to result in out-of-home placement 
than cases involving females (25 versus 18 percent) and less likely to involve 
probation (61 versus 65 percent). Adjudicated cases involving African American 
youths are only slightly more likely to result in probation than those involving 
white youths (63 versus 62 percent) but much more likely to involve out-of-home 
placements (27 versus 21 percent).32

 And, as noted earlier, national court statistics are typically compiled with-
out controlling for the seriousness or context of the crime, the criminal histories 
of youths, the amount of harm or loss to victims in the current offense, or the 
youth’s family or school situation. To the extent that disparities that cannot be 
explained by legally relevant factors exist, race and sex considerations may play 
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table 14-2 Percentage of Dispositions of Adjudicated Delinquency Cases

 OUT-OF-HOME PLACEMENT FORMAL PROBATION

All cases 23% 62%

Offense

Person 25 63

Property 23 63

Drugs 18 64

Public order 24 57

Age

15 or younger 22 61

16 or older 25 65

Sex

Male 25 61

Female 18 65

Race

White 21 62

African American 27 63

Other 25 54

Source: Howard Snyder and Melissa Sickmund, Juvenile Offenders and Victims: 2006 National Report (Washing-

ton, DC: National Center for Juvenile Justice, 2006), pp. 174–175.
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a part in the court decisions. Such concerns, in addition to the general concerns 
over the processing of juveniles, are best addressed by ensuring that the basic due 
process rights of all citizens accused of crimes apply to youths in juvenile court. 
But not all rights do apply, and those that do have been extended only since the 
mid-1960s. These concerns will be discussed a little later in this chapter.

ALTERNATIVES TO THE JUVENILE COURT

Not all youths referred to juvenile court are formally adjudicated; many have 
their cases dismissed, and still others end up in an alternative to the traditional 
juvenile court. A number of alternative courts, such as youth courts and drug 
courts, have emerged in the past two decades to allow for diversion from full 
and formal case processing. Another alternative is referral to a community-
based restorative justice program. In this section we will explore these three 
alternatives to the juvenile court. 

Youth Courts

Youth court, sometimes called teen court, peer jury, or student court, is an al-
ternative to the traditional juvenile court, which allows young offenders to take 
responsibility for their acts, to be held accountable, and to receive appropriate 
dispositions imposed by their peers. Today, there are over 1,100 youth court 
programs operating in 49 states and the District of Columbia, serving between 
110,000 to 125,000 youths each year, and allowing approximately 9 percent of 
juvenile arrests to be diverted from formal processing in the juvenile court.33 
 Youth courts not only function to divert minor delinquents from juvenile 
court, they also offer opportunities to large numbers of peers in the community 
to be involved in the decision-making process for dealing with the problem of 
delinquency and to learn about the juvenile justice system. Youths charged typi-
cally with minor offenses appear before their peers who perform many of the 
roles in a traditional juvenile court, for example, prosecutor, defense counsel, 
bailiff, and jury. Participation in youth court is voluntary, with referrals gener-
ally made by the police, schools, juvenile probation, or juvenile court. 
 About 92 percent of youth courts are dispositional and require an admis-
sion of guilt by the juvenile before his or her appearance in the court. The pri-
mary purpose of dispositional youth courts is to arrive at a fair and appropriate 
disposition after hearing the facts of the case. The remaining 8 percent of youth 
courts are adjudicatory and allow a youth to plead “not guilty” and have the 
peer jury determine the youth’s responsibility. 
 While youth courts operate throughout the country, an increasing number 
of states have introduced legislation to make the courts more consistent and es-
tablish minimum standards for their operation. These statutes specify the kinds 
of cases to be heard, including the nature of the offense and prior record of the 
juvenile, as well as the types of dispositions that may be imposed. For example, 
many states limit the type of misdemeanors (that is, they will hear cases that 
carry only fi nes) and some states, such as Utah, exclude specifi c gang-related of-
fenses. However, Mississippi gives its juvenile courts the discretion to refer any 
appropriate case to youth courts, while Rhode Island allows felony offenses to 
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be referred to youth court but only with written consent by the chief justice of 
family court. 
 Juveniles referred to youth court are typically fi rst-time offenders charged 
with minor misdemeanors, status offenses, or traffi c violations. Thefts, minor 
assaults, disorderly conduct, alcohol violations, and vandalism are among the 
most typical offenses referred to youth courts.34 Dispositions available to youth 
courts include written essays, apologies to victims, restitution, community ser-
vice, and mandatory attendance at workshops dealing with crime, drugs, and 
safe driving. Youth courts in Mississippi may order youths to perform up to 
112 hours of community service, apologize in person to the victim, write a re-
search paper on an offense-related topic, or perform any other disposition au-
thorized by the juvenile court. In West Virginia, dispositions include a require-
ment that the youth serve at least twice as a youth court juror.35

Drug Courts

Juvenile drug courts are a more recent innovation in the juvenile court alterna-
tives basket, dating back to 1993 when the fi rst court began operations in Key 
West, Florida. Today there are about 150 such courts. Most juvenile drug courts 
have been modeled on adult drug courts, although there are some differences 
in focus. For example, juvenile courts typically involve the youth’s family in the 
treatment program.36 
 Juvenile drug courts are intensive treatment programs established within 
and supervised by juvenile courts to provide specialized services for eligible 
drug-involved youths and their families. The courts provide intensive and con-
tinuous judicial supervision over delinquency and status-offense cases that in-
volve substance-abusing juveniles as well as coordinated and supervised delivery 
of a wide variety of support services. These services typically include substance 
abuse and mental health treatment, primary care, family therapy and support, 
literacy skills building, mentoring, education, and vocational training. Court 
members (including prosecutor, defense attorney, treatment provider, and school 
representative) act as a team in setting out a treatment plan. The key leader, 
however, is the judge who is generally frequently and directly involved with each 
youth on a face-to-face basis. 
 Most juvenile drug courts target juveniles who are moderate to heavy sub-
stance users and present no danger to the community. Sanctions typically used 
include the imposition or increase in curfew conditions, community service, and 
increased frequency of court and/or treatment contacts and/or random drug test-
ing. Positive incentives are also used. These may include award of a gift voucher 
or a ticket to a local sporting event, presentation of a certifi cate or other token 
acknowledging the participant’s accomplishments, and promotion to a subse-
quent program phase.37 
 Are drug courts an effective alternative to traditional juvenile courts in re-
ducing recidivism, measured either by rearrests, reincarcerations, or renewed 
drug use? Studies of the effectiveness of adult drug courts, which have been 
in operation longer, suggest mixed results. While some studies fi nd those who 
actually graduate from drug court have real success, many studies report no 
evidence of reductions in criminal and drug-related behavior.38 In fact, Terance 
Miethe and his colleagues report that drug court is more stigmatizing than tra-
ditional court and that this leads to higher recidivism risks.39 
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 Juvenile drugs courts also appear to have mixed effects, although most of 
the recent research suggests positive results for those youths who complete the 
drug court program.40 However, a major concern noted in many evaluations is 
the low completion rate of youths participating in the programs. For example, 
Nancy Rodriguez and Vincent Webb report that the majority of juveniles in 
drug court were not successful at meeting program requirements and that most 
of these youths were subsequently placed on standard probation or sent to state-
operated correctional facilities.41 In their evaluation of the juvenile drug court 
in Maricopa County (Phoenix), Arizona, they found only 30 percent of youths 
successfully completed the program while 44 percent were institutionalized and 
18 percent were placed on standard probation. 

Restorative Justice

Restorative justice is a recent, and increasingly popular, alternative to both the 
traditional rehabilitative and more punitive juvenile justice paradigms.42 Accord-
ing to Lynn Urban and her colleagues, both paradigms are “closed systems” fo-
cusing only on the offender and ignoring other important actors in the criminal 
event, such as victims and the community. In addition, they argue that current 
treatment and retributive approaches assume offenders are unable to proactively 
change and make amends.43

 The focus of restorative justice is on restoring or repairing relationships dis-
rupted by crime, holding offenders accountable by requiring restitution to vic-
tims or the community harmed by the crime, promoting offender competency 
and responsibility, and balancing the needs of community, victim, and offender 
through involvement in the restorative process. This entire process should be in-
formal, nonadversarial, less punitive, less stigmatizing, and less costly than the 
current juvenile justice system.44

What Is Restorative Justice? Recent implementations of restorative justice 
include a variety of approaches. For example, victim–offender mediation pro-
grams involve the participation of offenders and victims who have agreed to 
meet with a third-party mediator. The victim and offender relate their versions 
of what happened, and the mediator facilitates a reparative agreement. In fam-
ily group conferencing, the offender admits the offense and then identifi es a 
representative to attend a conference with a representative of the victim. After 
a discussion of the offense and the consequences for the involved parties, a plan 
of action is signed by the offender, victim, and police offi cer in charge of the 
case, specifying what will be done to repair the different harms. New Zealand 
now requires that disposition of all delinquency cases, except rape and mur-
der, be resolved by family group conferencing. Circle sentencing, an updated 
approach originally practiced among aboriginal communities in British Colum-
bia, Canada, and native groups in the southwestern United States, involves ad-
dressing both the criminal behavior of offending youths and the needs of their 
victims, the families, and the larger community. The victim, offender, repre-
sentatives of the juvenile justice system, social service agencies, and community 
residents come together into a circle to discuss what happened, how each par-
ticipant feels about the crime and offender, and their suggestions for responding 
to the crime and the needs of the victim and community. Reparative probation, 
used primarily in Vermont, allows nonviolent juvenile offenders to be sentenced 
by a hearing board composed of local citizens (and sometimes by the court) 
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after generally private deliberation based on the board’s earlier questioning of 
the offender and victim.45

Evaluation of Restorative Justice Restorative justice programs have been 
operating for more than 25 years, although there have been relatively few rigor-
ous evaluations of their effectiveness. In their review of studies looking at the 
impact of victim-offender mediation (VOM), Mark Umbreit and his colleagues 
report that

•  Victims and offenders choosing to participate appear to have high levels of 
satisfaction with the program.

• Participants regard the proceedings as fair.

• Restitution is an element in most VOM agreements.

• About 80 percent of agreements are completed.

•  VOM is at least as effective in reducing recidivism as traditional probation 
alternatives.

• VOM is less expensive than comparable programs.46 

A quasi-experimental analysis of face-to-face restorative justice conferences in 
Australia and England also examined the impact of such programs on victims 
and concluded that such conferences appear to clearly assist victims in getting 
more of what they want out of the juvenile justice system. Victim participants 
report highly valuing the opportunity for meaningful involvement in their cases, 
including being able to ask questions they consider most important, learning 
just how their cases are being dealt with, and being treated with respect and 
fairness.47 
 Much of the attraction of restorative justice is its claim that punitive cor-
rectional approaches do signifi cantly more harm than good. However, Sharon 
Levrant and her colleagues question whether restorative justice can ever really 
be achieved and whether it is really such a desirable alternative to current get-
tough approaches to the problem of serious youth crime. They note that restor-
ative justice advocates have failed to offer a realistic blueprint for crime control 
and the reduction of recidivism by serious, persistent offenders (see Chapters 2 
and 3). Their criticisms include the following:

•  Restorative justice systems fail to provide due process protections and pro-
cedural safeguards.

•  Offenders may be coerced into participation, believing that refusal to par-
ticipate in mediation will produce harsher punishments.

•  Restorative justice programs may simply widen the net of the juvenile 
justice system to include minor offenders who would have been diverted 
otherwise.

•  Restorative justice policies may add punishments for offenders by sub-
jecting youths to both reparative conditions and traditional probation 
supervision.

•  The focus on community reintegration of offenders and expanding the role 
of probation offi cers is not realistic given the current organization and lim-
ited resources of probation departments.

•  There may be unintended race and class bias whereby more affl uent offend-
ers may be better able to mediate or negotiate more favorable sanctions.
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•  Most restorative justice programs have targeted low-risk, nonviolent of-
fenders who are unlikely to recidivate, and there is little evidence that these 
programs will work with more serious offenders.

•  It is unlikely that restorative justice programs will have any long-term im-
pact on altering an offender’s criminogenic needs.

Levrant and her colleagues conclude, “Restorative justice remains an unproved 
movement that risks failure and perhaps does more harm than good. Its attrac-
tiveness lies more in its humanistic sentiments than in any empirical evidence of 
its effectiveness.” 48

 Carol Gilligan has argued that males and females have different basic valu-
ing systems that may affect how they are affected by rehabilitative programs 
(see Chapter 9). Gilligan believes males value independence, autonomy, justice, 
and fairness, while females value relationships and making connections.49 If this 
is true, might there be a gendered effect in the impact of restorative justice pro-
grams? Lori Elis thinks so and suggests that to the extent restorative justice pro-
grams emphasize restoring relationships and strengthening social bonds, they 
are likely to have a greater positive impact on females. However, Elis warns that 
the informality of these programs and the potential for incorporating local com-
munity values based on patriarchal relationships and beliefs regarding conven-
tional morality could also lead to a double standard regarding behavior. To the 
extent that this occurs, traditional gender roles are likely to be reinforced.50 
 Adam Crawford and Todd Clear raise a different set of concerns about re-
storative justice.51 They suggest that restorative justice advocates assume a com-
munity consensus in response to delinquency, but those advocates fail to ques-
tion just what the community is. What do advocates really mean by their wish 
to “restore” a community? A return to a preexisting state, a turning back of the 
clock, or a set of imagined historic traditions? In addition, to the extent that 
communities are hierarchical in nature, structured around power, dominance, 
and authority relations, will attempts to restore be able to truly bring about 
changes required to reduce youth crime? Moreover, not all communities are 
suffi ciently homogeneous or integrated, nor do they all have similar resources 
needed to restore victims and reintegrate offenders. Perhaps more important, 
should young offenders who often have been the victims of abuse and marginal-
ization by adult members of the community be expected to accept the dominant 
moral voice of the community as legitimate?
 Inasmuch as restorative justice programs often operate outside the formal 
mechanisms of the juvenile justice system, it would seem reasonable to question 
their ability to protect the rights of juveniles accused of crimes. The informality 
and privacy of some restorative justice programs refl ect, in many ways, the early 
years of the juvenile court. Unfortunately, that was also a period of denial of 
basic due process rights for juveniles. It is at this point that we will look at how 
the contemporary juvenile court provides for those rights.

DUE PROCESS ISSUES

Next we examine Supreme Court cases that have produced stronger safeguards 
of individual rights in juvenile court processing. The decisions in these cases 
are not grounded solely in legal considerations. Rather, the Court has closely 

Is restorative justice 

an attempt to take the 

juvenile court back to 

the pre-Kent and Gault 

days when juveniles were 

handled informally, in 

nonadversarial hearings, 

and with few or no due 

process rights?

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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examined an accumulated body of research about how the juvenile justice sys-
tem really works.

The Right to Due Process

The issue of whether juveniles are protected in delinquency hearings by basic 
due process guarantees was fi rst considered by the Supreme Court in 1966 in 
Kent v. United States (see Box 14-3), which involved a juvenile court judge’s 
decision to waive jurisdiction and transfer a case from juvenile to criminal court 
without a hearing.52

 Kent set the stage for In re Gault,53 a case handed down in 1967 which 
many regard as one of the most important decisions in juvenile justice. Even 
today, the elements of Gault can still shock. Gerald Gault, a 15-year-old boy, 
was arrested with another boy and charged with making lewd phone calls to a 
woman in the neighborhood. At the initial hearing, the complainant did not ap-
pear, and no transcript or record of the hearing was made. At a second hearing, 
with the complainant still not present, the judge found Gault to be delinquent, 
and he was committed to the state industrial school.
 The U.S. Supreme Court overturned the verdict in a 9-to-0 decision, stating 
that due process rights should be applied to juveniles (see Box 14-4). Throughout 
the incident, both police and the court acted with almost no regard for due pro-
cess. Whatever was done was justifi ed by the doctrine of parens patriae: It was 
all for the “best welfare” of the child. Gerald Gault’s “welfare” required that he 
be committed to the Arizona Industrial School for an indeterminate sentence. 
Under usual court procedure, this commitment would end at age 21. Therefore, 
Gerald Gault, who was 15, could have been deprived of liberty for 6 years.

S
ixteen-year-old Morris Kent was accused 
of robbery, housebreaking, and rape. Af-
ter an initial hearing, the juvenile court 

judge decided to waive Kent to adult court 
without giving reasons for the waiver. Kent 
was tried, found guilty, and sentenced to 
90 years in prison. The defense appealed on 
the grounds that the juvenile judge should not 
have waived Kent to adult court without giving 
him a hearing, providing his attorney access 
to reports, and presenting a statement of rea-
sons for the waiver.

In a 5-to-4 vote, the Supreme Court over-
turned Kent’s conviction. The Court stated 
that since Kent could face the death penalty 

in adult court compared with only a maximum 
of 5 years in juvenile court, the waiver was 
of “critical importance” to him. Therefore, he 
should have been entitled to access to all 
reports on him, a hearing, and a statement 
of reasons if he was to be waived. The Court 
further stated that not letting Kent’s attorney 
look at the reports was the same as a denial 
of counsel. The Court ruled that a hearing is 
necessary before a case in juvenile court can 
be waived to criminal court and that such a 
hearing should be guided by the “essentials 
of due process.”

Source: Kent v. United States, 383 U.S. 541 (1966).

Kent v. United States
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 Justice Fortas, writing the majority opinion for the Court, was unimpressed 
by any appeal to parens patriae. He argued that “the basic requirements of due 
process and fairness” must be satisfi ed in juvenile proceedings. Fortas summed 
up his position by saying, “Neither the Fourteenth Amendment nor the Bill of 
Rights is for adults only.” 54 From this premise he proceeded to challenge the 
very essence of the juvenile court’s operation. The court’s position that its activi-
ties worked for the good of the child was shown to be suspect, and its proce-
dure, in fact, violated fundamental rights. In Fortas’s own words, “Under our 
Constitution, the condition of being a boy does not justify a kangaroo court.” 55

 Fortas argued that the proper goal of the juvenile court would not be im-
paired by constitutional requirements. In fact, he felt that the essentials of due 
process would express a fair and responsive attitude toward the juvenile. Fortas 
then set out the essentials of due process and described how they should apply to 
the adjudicatory hearing in a juvenile proceeding:

1.  The juvenile has a right to counsel and to court-appointed counsel, if 
necessary.

2.  With the aid of counsel, the child can present his or her defense and 
confront witnesses, who must present testimony under oath through 
cross-examination.

3.  The child also has the right to confront his or her accuser as well as a right 
against self-incrimination. Since his or her freedom is at stake, this right has 
a special urgency.

4.  To make use of the available elements of defense, the child has a right to 
timely notice of the charges against him or her.

G
erald Gault, a 15-year-old boy, was ar-
rested and charged with making lewd 
phone calls to a woman in the neighbor-

hood. At the initial hearing, the complainant 
did not appear and no transcript or record of 
the hearing was made. At a second hearing, 
the complainant still was not present. After 
this hearing, Gault was found to be delinquent 
and committed to the state industrial school 
for a period of 5 years. On appeal to the Su-
preme Court, the defense stated that the 
juvenile court erred because the defen-
dant had been denied the basic rights of 
due process guaranteed by the Fourteenth 
Amendment.

The U.S. Supreme Court overturned the 
verdict in a 9-to-0 decision, stating that due 
process rights should have been applied to ju-
veniles. If Gault had been an adult, the maxi-
mum penalty would have been 2 months in 
jail. However, as a delinquent, he faced pos-
sible incarceration until the age of majority, or 
6 years. While the juvenile court is intended 
to help the child by its informality, it did not 
do so in this case. The Court decided that 
the juvenile court system would be enhanced, 
not hindered, by granting certain due process 
rights to juveniles.

Source: In re Gault, 387 U.S. 1 (1967).

In re Gault
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 The spectrum of rights elaborated in the Gault decision is impressive. How-
ever, the ruling has noticeable limitations. The Gault decision was specifi cally 
applied to the adjudicatory hearing, at which guilt or innocence is determined. 
The decision did not apply to the court intake hearing, at which the initial deci-
sion to invoke juvenile court jurisdiction is made; nor did it apply to the fi nal 
stage of the process, the disposition hearing, at which the decision about what to 
do with the child is made.

Right to Counsel

Gault established that in adjudication proceedings the Court must notify both 
the juvenile and his or her parents of their right to retain counsel and, if indi-
gent, to have court-appointed counsel. However, as already noted, the Court 
did not specify whether the right to counsel extends to other hearings, such as 
disposition hearings or proceedings involving nondelinquency cases. While most 
state juvenile codes now provide children with a statutory right to counsel, it ap-
pears that few states ensure effective legal counsel in delinquency proceedings. 
Barry Feld notes that many jurisdictions fail to appoint counsel or even to notify 
youths and their parents of the right to counsel. He also reports that lawyers 
represented 37 to 52 percent of the juveniles in delinquency and status offense 
cases in three states surveyed during the mid-1980s.56

 Even when juveniles are represented by counsel, there are serious concerns 
regarding the quality and effectiveness of counsel. George Burruss and Kim-
berly Kempf-Leonard studied three juvenile courts in Missouri and found legal 
representation for juvenile felony defendants was “relatively uncommon” in all 
three jurisdictions; in addition, there appeared to be a signifi cant negative effect 
in cases where juveniles were represented by counsel. Youths in all three courts 
were more likely to receive out-of-home placements when they were represented 
by counsel, and this fi nding held true even as cases escalated in seriousness as 
the youths’ prior records got longer. The researchers speculate that these dispar-
ities may be the result of more incompetent attorneys being assigned to represent 
juveniles, that attorneys may be retained too late in the process in juvenile cases, 
and that because attorneys in juvenile cases are relatively rare, their appearance 
in court disrupts the traditional operation of the courtroom workgroup.57 Alter-
natively, Janet Ainsworth reports that many attorneys in juvenile proceedings 
fail to contest prosecutors’ claims, provide “lackadaisical defense efforts,” rarely 
call defense witnesses, and provide only perfunctory cross-examination of pros-
ecution witnesses.58

 Judith Jones suggests that access to effective counsel for juveniles is frus-
trated by a number of factors. Among them are the following:

•  Caseloads. The number of cases in the juvenile courts increased 23 percent 
between 1990 and 1999, resulting in too few defense attorneys available to 
handle delinquency cases. For example, the caseloads in Louisiana are as 
high as 800 per year for attorneys in the juvenile courts, and in Washing-
ton they range between 360 and 750.

•  Compensation. Compensation levels for attorneys who represent juveniles 
are inadequate in many jurisdictions. For example, in Louisiana, compen-
sation for public defenders and court-appointed defense attorneys repre-
senting juveniles ranges from $22,000 to $30,000 per year, and in Maine 
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juvenile defense attorneys are paid $50 per hour, but there is a cap of $315 
per case.

•  Use of motions. Defense attorneys rarely fi le motions on behalf of their ju-
venile clients. For example, only 30 percent of public defenders and court-
appointed attorneys surveyed by the American Bar Association Juvenile 
Justice Center said they fi led pretrial motions.

•  Use of investigations. Juvenile defense attorneys infrequently conduct inves-
tigations prior to court hearings. For example, in North Carolina, 44 per-
cent of attorneys surveyed reported they rarely or never see the police report 
or other investigative material prior to their fi rst meeting with their client.

•  Training. Training designed to increase the knowledge and skills of juvenile 
defense attorneys rarely takes place. For example, Georgia has no training 
standards for juvenile defense attorneys and no funding for training and 
continuing education, and in Maryland, public defenders handling juvenile 
cases are offered a one-week training program twice a year (in 2002, only 
19 attorneys attended classes in juvenile defense).59

 Not being represented by counsel in court is even more problematic. A num-
ber of studies indicate that juveniles who are represented by counsel are placed 
at a distinct disadvantage compared to youths without counsel. For instance, 
when compared to youths not represented by counsel, youths represented by 
counsel are about three times more likely to receive severe dispositions, they are 
more likely to have their cases dismissed, and they are less likely to face confi ne-
ment.60 In addition, a recent study by Lori Guevara and her colleagues found 
that the presence or absence of counsel has slightly different effects depending 
on the race of the juvenile. Specifi cally, they report that white youths represented 
by counsel are less likely than white youths without counsel to receive probation 
and more likely to be incarcerated. In addition, minority youths with counsel 
are more likely to receive probation and less likely to be incarcerated. They note 
that “presence of legal counsel may be seen as an aggravating legal factor for 
white youths and a mitigating legal factor for nonwhite youths.61 

Burden of Proof

Three years after Gault, the Court dealt with the question of “whether proof 
beyond a reasonable doubt is among the ‘essentials of due process and fair treat-
ment’ required during the adjudicatory stage when a juvenile is charged with 
an act which would constitute a crime if committed by an adult,” in In re Win-
ship.62 Samuel Winship, a 12-year-old boy, was accused of stealing $112 from a 
woman’s pocketbook. The juvenile court judge stated that the evidence did not 
provide for a verdict of guilty beyond a reasonable doubt but that there was a 
preponderance of evidence indicating that the juvenile had committed the act. 
The defense appealed on the ground that juveniles should have to be proven 
guilty beyond a reasonable doubt according to due process guarantees in the 
Constitution (see Box 14-5). In a 6-to-3 vote, the Supreme Court decided that 
juveniles have the constitutional right to be convicted only when there is proof 
beyond a reasonable doubt. The Court’s reasoning was that even though ju-
venile court proceedings are civil and not criminal in nature, the juvenile still 
holds the risk of losing his or her individual freedom and there should not be a 
reasonable doubt of his guilt.63
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 The issue of burden of proof is also relevant in arguing whether younger 
adolescents should be charged or petitioned for criminal acts. For example, 
California law presumes that a child under age 14 is incapable of committing a 
crime, but this presumption is rebuttable. This is called the infancy defense. But 
should a child under age 14 be held to the same standard of criminal responsi-
bility as older and more experienced adolescents and adults? In a 1994 decision, 
the California Supreme Court ruled that the state needed only to show “clear 
proof,” not proof beyond a reasonable doubt, that at the time a minor commit-
ted a crime he or she knew it was wrong in order to proceed with a delinquency 
petition.64

Jury Trial

The issue of whether juveniles have a right to a jury trial in delinquency cases 
was reviewed by the Supreme Court in 1971 in McKeiver v. Pennsylvania.65 
Proponents argued that children convicted by the juvenile court are subject to in-
carceration. Therefore, since a jury trial is a constitutional right afforded people 
accused in criminal proceedings in which their liberty is at issue, juveniles 
should have the same right since their liberty also is at stake. Joseph McKeiver, a 
16-year-old, was arrested after he and three other juveniles chased 20 to 30 youths
and stole 25 cents from them. McKeiver was charged with robbery, larceny, and 
receiving stolen property. At the adjudication hearing, McKeiver’s request for 
a jury trial was denied. Even though the testimony of two of the victims was 
inconsistent, McKeiver was found delinquent and was placed on probation. The 
defense appealed on the grounds that his Sixth Amendment right to a jury trial 
had been denied.
 The Supreme Court, in a 9-to-0 decision, stated that juveniles do not have 
a right to a jury trial (see Box 14-6). The judges reasoned that juveniles are not 
guaranteed every constitutional right, that a jury trial would make a juvenile 

S
amuel Winship, a 12-year-old boy, was 
accused of stealing $112 from a wom-
an’s pocketbook. The juvenile court 

judge stated that the evidence did not sup-
port a verdict of guilty beyond a reasonable 
doubt but that there was a preponderance 
of evidence indicating that the juvenile had 
committed the act. Winship was found de-
linquent and placed in a training school for 
an initial period of 18 months, which could 
be expanded until Winship reached the age 
of 18. The defense appealed on the ground 
that juveniles should have to be proved guilty 

beyond a reasonable doubt according to the 
due process guarantees of the Constitution.

In a 6-to-3 decision, the Supreme Court 
held that juveniles have the constitutional 
right to be found delinquent only when there is 
proof beyond a reasonable doubt. The Court 
reasoned that even though juvenile proceed-
ings are civil and not criminal in nature, the 
juvenile still holds the risk of losing his or her 
individual freedom and thus there should not 
be a reasonable doubt of guilt.

Source: In re Winship, 397 U.S. 358 (1970).

In re Winship
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proceeding fully adversarial, and that a jury trial is not necessary in order to have 
a fair hearing. Writing the majority opinion, Justice Harry Blackmun expressed 
fear that the introduction of juries would “remake the juvenile proceedings into 
a fully adversary process and [would] put an effective end to what [had] been the 
idealistic prospect of an intimate, informal protective proceeding.” 66 The Court 
decided that a jury trial is an adult right that is not essential in juvenile proceed-
ings. In fact, the majority played down the value of the jury in any trial, whether 
juvenile or criminal. The jury trial does not ensure competence in the fact-fi nd-
ing function of the proceedings. In the context of the juvenile proceeding, the 
right to a jury trial could be a distinctly negative factor because it carries with it 
the traditional delay, formality, and clamor of the adversary system. The major-
ity felt that the states should be allowed to have jury trials in their own juvenile 
proceedings if they wished, but that such a decision would in no way be based on 
constitutional mandate.
 Because McKeiver did not prohibit states from allowing trials for juveniles, 
a number of states permit jury trials if juveniles request them; two states per-
mit the judge to order a jury trial; and in one state, habitual offenders may be 
granted jury trials.67 In 1999, the Appellate Court of Illinois held that a juvenile 
charged with fi rst-degree murder and tried in the juvenile court may not be de-
nied a jury trial. In this case, G.O., a 13-year-old, was arrested and charged in 
the shooting death of Rafael Kubera. His attorney requested a jury trial and was 
denied because the statute under which he was charged provided for jury trials 
only when a juvenile is facing a determinant sentence. G.O. was found delin-
quent and committed to the Department of Corrections until age 21. The Court 
reasoned that because G.O. was neither eligible for parole nor good-time credit, 
the sentence was punitive and determinant and the youth should have been af-
forded a jury trial.68

Double Jeopardy

In 1975, in Breed v. Jones, the Supreme Court unanimously ruled that the Fifth 
Amendment’s prohibition against double jeopardy forbids criminal prosecution 
of a juvenile after he or she has been tried in juvenile court for the same offense.69 

J
oseph McKeiver, a 16-year-old boy, was ar-
rested after he and three other juveniles 
chased 20 to 30 children and stole 25 cents

from them. McKeiver’s request for a jury trial 
was denied. The case was then appealed on 
the ground that his Sixth Amendment right to 
a jury trial had been denied.

The U.S. Supreme Court, in a 9-to-0 deci-
sion, held that juveniles do not have a right 

to a jury trial. The judges reasoned that juve-
niles are not guaranteed every constitutional 
right, that a jury trial would make a juvenile 
proceeding fully adversarial, and that a jury 
trial is not necessary in order to have a fair 
hearing.

Source: McKeiver v. Pennsylvania, 403 U.S. 528 (1971).

McKeiver v. Pennsylvania
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Gary Jones, a 17-year-old, was accused of robbery. In this case, Gary Jones was 
made a ward of a California court on the basis of evidence showing that he had 
committed the robbery he had been charged with, and he was ordered detained 
pending a disposition hearing. On the date of the hearing, the court announced 
that because Jones was “not . . . amenable to the care, treatment and training pro-
gram available through the facilities of the juvenile court” it intended to waive 
jurisdiction and transfer the case to the criminal court. In adult court, Jones was 
tried and found guilty of robbery. Jones’s attorney appealed on the ground that 
Jones’s Fifth Amendment rights had been violated because the juvenile hearing 
plus the adult trial constituted double jeopardy (see Box 14-7).
 The U.S. Supreme Court, in a 9-to-0 opinion, held that the two procedures 
did constitute double jeopardy, and the ruling overturned the adult court’s ver-
dict. The Court’s reasoning was that a juvenile runs the risk of losing his free-
dom in a juvenile court for many years and therefore is put in jeopardy, thus 
making a second trial double jeopardy.

The Right to Bail and Preventive Detention

The Eighth Amendment guarantee that “excessive bail shall not be required” 
is well established for adults charged with crimes. But what about juveniles, 
should juvenile courts use a different system for release and supervision prior to 
adjudication hearings? To be released by the court is understood to be a privi-
lege, not a right. Juveniles do not have a federal or state constitutional right to 
bail, although some states, by statute, extend the Eighth Amendment right to 
juveniles to be released the same as adults charged with similar crimes. In some 
states, such as Nebraska, juvenile court judges are given the discretion to grant 
bail to juveniles; but other states, such as Oregon, specifi cally deny juveniles the 
right to bail.70 Nebraska law allows for juveniles to be granted “bail by bond in 

G
ary Jones, a 17-year-old boy, was ac-
cused of robbery. There was a hearing in 
juvenile court in which the judge found 

that Jones had committed the robbery. At the 
juvenile’s disposition hearing, the judge de-
cided that the juvenile should be transferred 
to adult court because he was “unfi t” for the 
juvenile court. In adult court, Jones was tried 
and found guilty of robbery. Jones’s attorney 
appealed on the ground that his Fifth Amend-
ment rights had been violated because the ju-
venile hearing plus the adult trial constituted 
double jeopardy.

The U.S. Supreme Court, in a 9-to-0 deci-
sion, held that the two procedures did consti-
tute double jeopardy and overturned Jones’s 
criminal court conviction. The Court’s reason-
ing was that a juvenile runs the risk of losing 
his freedom in a juvenile court for many years 
and therefore is put in jeopardy, thus making 
a second trial double jeopardy.

Source: Breed v. Jones, 421 U.S. 519 (1975).

Breed v. Jones

F R O M  T H E  B E N C Hb o x  1 4 - 7

M4313.indb   475M4313.indb   475 8/23/07   4:11:12 PM8/23/07   4:11:12 PM



476 s e c t i o n  4 The Juvenile Justice System

such amount and on such conditions and security as the court, in its sole discre-
tion, shall determine.” Hawaii law states, “Provisions regarding bail shall not be 
applicable to children detained . . . except that bail may be allowed after a child 
has been transferred for criminal prosecution pursuant to waiver of family court 
jurisdiction.” And the Georgia statute maintains, “All juveniles subject to the ju-
risdiction of the juvenile court and alleged to be delinquent or unruly, on appli-
cation of the parent or guardian, shall have the same right to bail as adults.”71

 The landmark case that involves preventive detention centers on Gregory 
Martin, a 14-year-old, was accused of robbery and assault. He was detained 
prior to his adjudication hearing because the judge considered him to be at risk 
of committing an additional crime. At the hearing, he was found guilty and 
placed on probation. Martin then brought a class action suit, claiming that the 
court’s policy of preventive detention violated the due process clause of the Four-
teenth Amendment. In 1984, in Schall v. Martin, the U.S. Supreme Court held 
that preventive detention of juveniles was constitutional and articulated three 
primary justifi cations for its use (see Box 14-8).72 These include the legitimate 
and compelling state interest in

1. Protecting the community from crime.

2.  Protecting the juvenile from his or her own “folly” and the consequences of 
criminal activity.

3. Preventing the child from absconding.

 Preventive detention of juveniles was determined to be constitutional when 
the Court upheld a New York statute authorizing the pretrial detention of an 
accused juvenile who, if released, may pose a “serious risk” by committing the 
equivalent of an adult crime. In the majority opinion, the Court held that

•  While the statute provided for a detention hearing, a formal fi nding that 
there was probable cause to believe that the youth committed the of-
fense for which he or she was arrested was not required prior to his or her 
detention.

G
regory Martin, a 14-year-old boy, was 
charged with robbery and assault. He 
was detained for 15 days prior to his 

adjudication hearing because the judge con-
sidered him to be at risk of committing an 
additional crime. At the hearing, Martin was 
found guilty and placed on probation. Mar-
tin then brought a class action suit, claiming 
that the court’s policy of preventive detention 
violated the due process clause of the Four-
teenth Amendment.

The U.S. Supreme Court, in a 6-to-3 deci-
sion, held that the preventive detention policy 
served a legitimate state objective and did, 
in fact, satisfy the due process clause. One 
justifi cation for the decision was that even 
though juveniles have gained many of the con-
stitutional rights provided to adults, they have 
not been granted all of them.

Source: Schall v. Martin, 467 U.S. 253 (1984).

Schall v. Martin
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•  The protection of society is an important goal in itself, and thus, preventive 
detention of juveniles is permissible.

• The juvenile justice system has no obligation to treat juvenile offenders.

•  Preventive detention was justifi ed for juveniles because, “children, by defi -
nition, are not assumed to have the capacity to take care of themselves.” 
They are assumed to always be subject to the control of someone, such as 
their parents, guardians, or the state.73

PUBLIC ACCESS TO JUVENILE COURT 
PROCEEDINGS AND RECORDS

The cases discussed in the previous section focused on fundamental due pro-
cess issues in the juvenile court. Although these decisions brought signifi cant 
changes in terms of court procedure, they did not open the courts to the public. 
Most states continue to have limited public access to juvenile court proceed-
ings and juvenile records, and many states maintain confi dentiality of juveniles’ 
names. However, public and political expressions of concern over the increas-
ingly serious nature of juvenile crime have led to signifi cant changes in recent 
years. The Supreme Court noted in Breed v. Jones that individuals face depri-
vations in both the adult and juvenile systems and that “in terms of potential 
consequences, there is little to distinguish an adjudicatory hearing . . . from a 
traditional criminal prosecution.”74 To what extent should juvenile courts lose 
their special protections of confi dentiality and consequently thrust youths into 
the public spotlight?

Right to Public Hearings

Since the mid-1980s, many state legislatures made signifi cant changes in how 
information about juvenile offenders is treated by the justice system. Today, 
14 states have delinquency hearings open to the public. However, the courts may 
close hearings to the public when it is in the best interests of the child and the 
public. Twenty-one states open delinquency hearings for some types of cases ac-
cording to age–offense criteria, typically, when the youth is charged with a seri-
ous or violent offense or if the youth is a chronic offender.75 These changes range 
from allowing people or agencies with a “legitimate interest” to attend hearings 
to permitting the media to attend and publish stories about the proceedings.

Media Involvement

Most states permit the release of certain juveniles’ names or photographs to the 
media, but a few still forbid publication of the juvenile’s name or other iden-
tifying information, although they do not prohibit the presence of the media 
at hearings. At least 8 states allow the media to be present at hearings and to 
publish information about them, although not information identifying the juve-
nile. This approach is particularly popular with people who contend that pri-
vate hearings make abuses of authority by the juvenile court judge more likely. 
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They believe that allowing the media to monitor hearings effectively restrains 
the abuse of power.
 Supreme Court decisions have largely eroded the state’s power to limit publi-
cation of lawfully obtained information. In 1974, in Davis v. Alaska, the Court 
ruled that a lower court had erred in issuing a protective order prohibiting cross-
examination of a juvenile about his prior juvenile court involvement and pres-
ent probation status.76 In Oklahoma Publishing Company v. District Court, the 
Court struck down a state court injunction prohibiting the media from publish-
ing the name or photograph of an 11-year-old boy being tried before a juvenile 
court.77 The Supreme Court held that once information is “publicly revealed” 
or “in the public domain,” its publication or broadcast cannot be restrained. In 
Smith v. Daily Mail Publishing Company, the Supreme Court further eroded 
the principle that the media must not disclose the identity of a juvenile, rul-
ing that when information is lawfully obtained, the state cannot prohibit its 
publication.78 

Confidentiality of Juvenile Records

Nearly all states have statutes specifying circumstances in which juvenile records 
may be made available to the public. Under these statutes, juvenile records per-
taining to certain crimes or cases may be made part of the public record or made 
public in some other way. The crimes specifi ed are typically violent or otherwise 
serious offenses, but sometimes more minor crimes are included. Although a 
few states prohibit release of the names of all juvenile offenders, at least 9 states 
allow the records of any public court proceedings to be made available to the 
public without qualifying restrictions. In several states, the court is required to 
release the names of juveniles adjudicated delinquent for committing certain se-
rious offenses or repeat offenses, as well as the nature of the crimes involved. 
A few states also allow victims or other people potentially in danger from the 
youth to access the court record or at least to be informed of the youth’s name 
and address and the outcome of the case.79

Destruction of Records

More than one-half of the states have provisions that permit destruction of cer-
tain juvenile court records. These statutes generally allow for the sealing or de-
struction of social-history fi les or arrest records. Docket sheets and offi cial court 
fi les are maintained, although they may be sealed or placed in a restricted area. 
Many people argue for complete destruction of all juvenile records, contending 
that unless the records are destroyed, certain information will inevitably “leak” 
and harm the youth. However, others argue that total destruction of these re-
cords may place a juvenile in a more vulnerable position. After all, the conduct 
that brought a juvenile to court may be less serious than the label attached to his 
or her behavior.
 Although it is sometimes argued that when an adult is facing a criminal 
charge, his or her juvenile record should not be considered, an increasing num-
ber of states have moved to restrict the expungement or sealing of juvenile re-
cords or to forbid entirely those restrictions on information about youths adju-
dicated delinquent. In a number of states, not only is the destruction or sealing 
of juvenile records prohibited, the law now requires that the juvenile record be 
taken into account in determining sentencing of an adult. 

M4313.indb   478M4313.indb   478 8/23/07   4:11:14 PM8/23/07   4:11:14 PM



c h a p t e r  14 The Juvenile Court 479

TRANSFER OF SERIOUS OFFENDERS TO CRIMINAL COURT

There is no doubt that very young people are committing more serious and vio-
lent crime than 40 or 50 years ago. Although delinquency rates during the past 
few years are signifi cantly lower than in the mid-1990s, serious delinquency, 
especially youth violence, continues to be viewed as senseless, vicious, spontane-
ous, and broadly threatening (see Chapter 3). Many people and policy makers 
increasingly believe that handling such serious, violent youths in the juvenile 
justice system is not the answer to the problem. The old system, emphasizing 
treatment and concern for offender privacy, is believed not only to be outmoded 
but to be dangerous in terms of community safety. Consequently, an increasing 
number of juveniles are transferred to criminal court for prosecution as adult 
offenders.
 In response to demands for getting tough and holding serious juvenile of-
fenders responsible, many states made changes making it easier for juveniles 
to be transferred to criminal court to be tried as adults. Changes include the 
following:

•  Lowering the age for waiver, for example, dropping the minimum age from 
15 to 14.

• Expanding the list of crimes eligible for waiver.

•  Establishing “presumptive waiver” provisions requiring that certain of-
fenders be transferred unless they can prove they are suitable for juvenile 
rehabilitation.

•  Excluding certain offenses from juvenile court jurisdiction, such as violent 
crimes against the person.

•  Adding prior record provisions making certain repeat offenders eligible for 
waiver.

•  Requiring that once an offender is waived from juvenile court or is con-
victed in criminal court, all subsequent cases are under criminal court 
jurisdiction.

•  Lowering the maximum age of juvenile court jurisdiction, for example, 
from 18 to 16 or 15, thus allowing criminal courts to prosecute younger of-
fenders without the need for the waiver process.80

 Even Congress, when it passed its crime control legislation in 1994, lowered 
the minimum age for transferring juveniles for adult prosecution from age 15 
to age 13 for certain serious violent federal offenses.81 Over the past decade, 
nearly half of the states expanded their transfer laws in some way. Many states 
lowered the minimum age for transfer, while a few states narrowed the scope of 
their waiver provisions. Table 14-3 lists the youngest ages for transfer in each 
state.

Reasons for Transferring Juveniles

There are three primary reasons for transferring juveniles to criminal court. The 
fi rst involves the seriousness of the offense. Most serious juvenile offenders, par-
ticularly those who have committed violent crimes, can be prosecuted by the 
criminal courts where harsher punishments, including the death penalty, may 
be imposed.
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 Second, youths who are older and have extensive criminal records are be-
lieved by juvenile justice offi cials to be not as amenable to treatment programs 
provided in the juvenile justice system. Their patterns of delinquent behavior 
and responses to the juvenile justice system suggest that either the programs are 
not effective or the youths are not responsive to the treatment efforts of reha-
bilitative staff.82 It is believed that the more punitive environment of adult pris-
ons may have a positive impact on these youths by giving them a taste of adult 
punishment.
 A third reason stems from society’s frustration with serious juvenile offend-
ers. Many citizens and criminologists are uncertain about the need for harsher 
punishments or the ability of adult corrections to rehabilitate these youths ef-
fectively, but they argue that long-term incarceration will at least remove these 
offenders from the streets for a longer period of time.

Legal Criteria for Transfer

In the Kent case, the Supreme Court stated there is no constitutional require-
ment for a separate juvenile court system; it would therefore be constitutional if 
states wished to prosecute juveniles and adults within a single system. However, 
the Court held that when such a juvenile court system is authorized by statute, 
a juvenile may not be deprived of his or her constitutional rights (for example, 
being transferred to criminal court) without ceremony. Specifi cally, in Kent, the 
Court stated that “there is no place in our legal system for reaching a verdict of 
such tremendous consequences without a waiver hearing, without effective as-
sistance of counsel, and without a statement of the reasons” 83 for transfer of a 
youth. The Court was also rather critical of juvenile court procedures in general, 
suggesting that juvenile courts had failed to achieve its goal of rehabilitating 
youth in a separate judicial system. The Court stated, “There is evidence, in 
fact, that there may be grounds for concern that the child receives the worst of 
both worlds: that he gets neither the protections accorded to adults nor the so-
licitous care and regenerative treatment postulated for children.” 84

table 14-3 Minimum Age for Judicial Waiver to Criminal Cour t

No minimum age specifi ed  Alaska, Arizona, Delaware, District of Columbia, Hawaii, Idaho, 

Indiana, Maine, Maryland, Oklahoma, Oregon, Rhode Island, South 

Carolina, South Dakota, Tennessee, Washington, West Virginia

10 Kansas, Vermont

12 Colorado, Missouri

13  Georgia, Illinois, Mississippi, New Hampshire, North Carolina, 

Wyoming

14  Alabama, Arkansas, California, Connecticut, Florida, Iowa, Kentucky, 

Louisiana, Michigan, Minnesota, Nevada, New Jersey, North Dakota, 

Ohio, Pennsylvania, Texas, Utah, Virginia, Wisconsin

Note: Minimum ages may not apply to all criminal offense restrictions, but represent the youngest possible age 

at which a juvenile may be judicially waived to criminal court.

Source: Howard Snyder and Melissa Sickmund, Juvenile Offenders and Victims: 2006 National Report (Washing-

ton, DC: National Center for Juvenile Justice, 2006), p. 112.
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The Transfer Process

Three procedures are used for transferring youths to criminal court: judicial 
waiver, statutory exclusion, and prosecutorial waiver or direct fi le. These trans-
fer methods are also known as certifi cation or remands to criminal court.

Judicial Waiver Historically, judicial waiver, in which the juvenile court judge 
is the primary decision maker, has been the most common method for transfer-
ring youths to criminal courts. It is seen as the method most consistent with 
traditional juvenile justice philosophy. In all states except Massachusetts, Mon-
tana, Nebraska, New Mexico, and New York, juvenile court judges may waive 
jurisdiction over certain cases and transfer them to criminal court.85 
 The judge, acting according to the philosophy of the parens patriae that 
guides the philosophy of the juvenile court, is believed to be in the best position 
to consider all relevant issues of the case. The judicial waiver method requires 
that the state fi le a motion for waiver of jurisdiction to have the juvenile tried as 
an adult. The court then holds a waiver or transfer hearing to determine whether 
a transfer is in the best interests of the child and the community.
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Statutory Exclusion Many states have established the use of the statutory ex-
clusion, whereby the most serious or persistent offenders or those over a certain 
age are excluded from juvenile court jurisdiction and prosecuted as adults. This 
procedure is based on the idea that “the ‘right’ of a juvenile to be in juvenile 
court is entirely a statutory right. It is something that is granted by legislative 
largess and can be summarily eliminated.” 86 Or, to state it differently, some 
states have chosen to take away some youths’ “right” to have their cases heard 
in juvenile court. 
 In 1978 New York State representatives passed get-tough legislation against 
violent juvenile crime. These policy makers were reacting, in part, to the in-
creased use of 13-, 14-, and 15-year-olds by adults for the commission of seri-
ous crimes, including contract murder. If the youths were caught, the old law 
required that they be subject to the rehabilitative orientation of the family court, 
and there was no judicial procedure for transferring youths to criminal court. 
The new legislation lowered the age of criminal responsibility to 13 for murder 
and to 14 for a number of other violent and potentially violent acts, such as ar-
son, rape, and robbery, and the criminal courts were given original jurisdiction 
over these offenders.87 All 16-year-olds in New York State automatically come 
under the jurisdiction of the criminal courts.

Prosecutorial Waiver The prosecutorial waiver, or direct fi le, gives the pros-
ecutor the authority to decide whether to fi le a charge against a juvenile in crim-
inal court. Prosecutorial waivers are used in at least 15 states. In these states, 
the prosecutor possesses concurrent jurisdiction over most cases involving viola-
tions of criminal law and has the discretion to fi le charges in either juvenile or 
criminal court. For example, the prosecutor may choose to fi le a serious charge 
in criminal court against a juvenile meeting the minimum-age criterion or to fi le 
the charge in the juvenile court.
 Twenty-fi ve states provide some mechanism, typically known as a reverse 
waiver, whereby a juvenile who is being prosecuted as an adult in criminal court 
may petition to have the case transferred to juvenile court for adjudication or 
disposition. Generally, if the juvenile was transferred to criminal court by di-
rect fi le or statutory exclusion, the court would evaluate the petition for reverse 
waiver on the same grounds and using the same standards that the juvenile court 
would use in deciding whether to waive the youth to criminal court. In states 
such as Kentucky, Mississippi, and Tennessee, reverse waivers are authorized 
only if the juvenile court’s decision to initially waive the juvenile was groundless 
or if other “exceptional circumstances” could be shown.
 Interestingly, some states provide for a demand waiver, whereby a juvenile 
may request to have his or her case transferred from juvenile court to criminal 
court. Such requests are uncommon and are typically used when a youth desires 
to have a jury trial, believing that he or she will more likely be acquitted by a 
jury, or when the sentence in criminal court would be substantially shorter than 
one likely to be imposed by the juvenile court.

Who Is Transferred?

Just under 1 percent (about 7,000) of all petitioned delinquency cases are judi-
cially waived to criminal court.88 In most states, except in those that use statu-
tory exclusion based on a youth’s age or offense, the majority of juveniles who 
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meet the statutory requirements for transfer are not transferred or even formally 
considered for waiver hearings.89 Given the discretion of prosecutors, what char-
acteristics are most important in determining who gets transferred? 
 Property cases outnumbered person offenses among juveniles waived to 
criminal court up until 1993. Between 1993 and 2002, the trend reversed and 
person offenses accounted for a greater proportion of waived cases. Drug and 
public order offenses continued to account for an increasingly smaller propor-
tion of waived cases. For example, only 14 percent of juveniles waived to crimi-
nal court were charged with drug offenses and 9 percent were charged with 
public order offenses.90

 There may be no greater disparity in juvenile justice processing than that 
found in sex differences in waiver. Males are signifi cantly more likely than fe-
males to be waived to criminal court, comprising 93 percent of all waived cases. 
More than 87 percent of waived cases involve juveniles who were age 16 or older 
at the time of court referral. Signifi cant disparities are also found in the race 
of the waived juveniles. According to the most recent data, white youths ac-
counted for 62 percent of waived cases; African American youths, 35 percent of 
the cases; and youths of other races, 3 percent. White youths are more likely to 
be waived for property offenses, while African American youths are more likely 
to be waived for drug offenses.91

 Transferred juveniles are more likely than nontransferred youths to have 
been charged with serious offenses, used fi rearms, caused the death of victims, 
or had prior arrests, adjudications, and commitments.92 For example, in South 
Carolina, 32 percent of transferred youths had fi ve or more prior court referrals, 
26 percent had three or more prior adjudications, and 15 percent had two or 
more prior court-ordered residential placements. In Utah, 80 percent of youths 
approved for waiver had fi ve or more prior referrals, 81 percent had fi ve or more 
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prior adjudications, and 78 percent had three or more prior court-ordered resi-
dential placements.93

 Some critics of the transfer of juveniles to criminal court argue that trans-
ferred youths are likely to have impaired competence-related abilities compared 
to adult offenders. To the extent that adolescents, when compared to adults, are 
signifi cantly more immature in their judgment, less competent, and less able to 
fully understand the legal proceedings in criminal court and their likely conse-
quences, they are put at a great disadvantage.94 Norman Poythress and his col-
leagues studied differences in a sample of direct fi le youths (ages 16 to 17) and 
young adult offenders (ages 18 to 24) prosecuted in criminal court in Florida.95 
They found few differences between the transferred youths and the young adults 
in those competence-related abilities and developmental characteristics likely to 
be signifi cant in the adult legal process. Interestingly, they report that “where 
differences existed, they suggested somewhat better performance for the Direct 
File sample than for the Adult Defendant sample.” 96

The Impact of Race and Ethnicity in Transferred Cases

The previous discussion of characteristics of juveniles transferred to criminal 
court was largely based on national statistics. However, signifi cant racial and 
ethnic disparities in transfers may be masked by national data.97 It therefore 
may be more useful to examine the transfer process in local jurisdictions. Jeffrey 
Fagan and his associates analyzed transfer cases in Boston, Detroit, Newark, 
and Phoenix and found that African American youths were 75 percent more 
likely to be waived to criminal court than were white youths, although race had 
no independent infl uence on the waiver decision when seriousness of offense 
and prior record were controlled.98 Similarly, Marcy Podkopacz and Barry Feld 
report no racial disparities in waived cases in Minneapolis when controlling for 
offender, offense, and court process variables.99

 However, a study of juvenile transfers in 18 jurisdictions around the country 
suggests that race and ethnicity play a signifi cant, but complex, role. Jolanta Jusz-
kiewicz analyzed all juvenile cases fi led in 18 criminal courts during the fi rst six 
months of 1998.100 The jurisdictions included cities such as Birmingham, Phoe-
nix, Los Angeles, Miami, Orlando, Indianapolis, St. Louis, Brooklyn, Queens, 
Philadelphia, Houston, and Milwaukee. Disparities affecting African American 
and Hispanic youths were found throughout the process. For example,

•  African American youths were disproportionately transferred to criminal 
court based on their proportion of felony arrests.

•  African American youths accounted for two-thirds of all juveniles arrested 
for felony drug offenses but three-fourths of juvenile drug cases in criminal 
court.

•  Disparities in some jurisdictions were extreme. For example, African 
American youths accounted for 30 percent of felony arrests in Jefferson 
County (Birmingham), Alabama, but were 80 percent of transferred cases 
to criminal court.

•  White juveniles were more likely than minority youths to have violent of-
fenses fi led in criminal court in half of the jurisdictions.

•  Conviction rates were signifi cantly higher for white and Hispanic youths 
(76 and 72 percent, respectively) than for African American youths 
(57 percent).
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•  African American youths were nearly three times more likely than white 
youths to have their cases transferred back to juvenile court (13 versus 
5 percent).

•  African American (43 percent) and Hispanic (37 percent) youths were more 
likely than white (26 percent) youths to receive prison sentences.

•  African American youths sentenced to prison had longer sentences than 
white or Hispanic youths for nearly all offense categories.

 Signifi cant racial disparities in transfer also were found in the Los Angeles 
County juvenile court for all youths transferred in 1996. According to Mike 
Males and Dan Macallair, compared to white youths, Hispanic youths were 
6 times more likely to be transferred to criminal court, while African America 
youths were 12 times more likely, and Asian/other youths 3 times more likely.101 
However, minority youths are signifi cantly more likely to be arrested for se-
rious crimes and the percentages of minority transfers are relatively close to 
their percentages of arrests for violent and property crimes (see Figure 14-4).
White youths, on the other hand, are proportionately much less likely to be 
transferred when compared with their arrests for serious crimes.
 But, as noted earlier, most youths who meet the offense and statutory-age 
criteria for waiver are not transferred to criminal court. Most are handled in 
the juvenile courts, and if their cases result in adjudications of delinquency, 
the youths then face disposition. The next chapter will examine the range of 
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disposition alternatives available to the juvenile court including probation, resti-
tution, and confi nement in correctional institutions.

Sentencing Juveniles in Criminal Court

Are juveniles transferred to and then convicted in criminal court likely to be 
sentenced differently than other young adult offenders charged with similar of-
fenses? While a number of studies report fi nding that nearly half of juveniles con-
victed in criminal court are incarcerated,102 other studies report few convicted 
juveniles face being sent to jail or prison.103 More recently, Megan Kurlychek 
and Brian Johnson addressed this question in their study of sentencing outcomes 
of juveniles and young adults convicted in Pennsylvania’s criminal courts over a 
3-year period. They found strong evidence indicating that transferred juveniles 
were sentenced more severely than young adult offenders. They state that “even 
after controlling for a host of legal and extralegal sentencing factors, transferred 
juveniles appear to receive sentences that are 83 percent more severe.”104 They 
suggest that judges may perceive greater culpability and dangerousness in trans-
ferred juveniles or that the transfer decision might indicate to judges that such 
juveniles are already considered incorrigible. 

Blended Sentencing

In an effort to return to, or at least maintain a degree of focus on, rehabilita-
tion of juvenile offenders and to combine the potential of rehabilitation with 
accountability, a number of states have implemented blended sentences in both 
juvenile and criminal courts. Blended sentences expand both disposition and 
sentencing options available to judges. In the juvenile courts, blended sentences 
allow judges to impose a juvenile disposition while also staying an adult crimi-
nal sentence. If the juvenile fails to meet the requirements of the juvenile disposi-
tion, the stay of the adult sentence may be revoked and the juvenile sent to an 
adult correctional facility to serve the criminal sentence. Blended sentences in 
the criminal courts allow juveniles convicted of crimes to receive juvenile dispo-
sitions while staying the criminal sentence. Again, failure to conform to disposi-
tional orders may result in the stayed criminal sentence being invoked.
 Criminal court blended sentencing laws have been described as a “safety 
valve” or “emergency exit” because they allow the court to review the circum-
stances of a case and make an individualized decision regarding the youth’s suit-
ability for juvenile or criminal treatment. In this way, youths are given one last 
chance to receive a juvenile disposition.105 
 Seventeen states allow criminal court blended sentencing. Of these states, 
10 have exclusive blended sentencing arrangements where the criminal court 
has an either/or choice between criminal and juvenile sanctions. Inclusive blend 
models, in which juvenile offenders convicted in criminal court may receive a 
combination sentence, exist in the remaining seven states with criminal court 
blended sentencing (see Table 14-4). The criminal court inclusive blend model 
allows the criminal court to suspend the adult sanction on condition of the 
youth’s good behavior.
 Some critics of blended sentences, such as Marcy Podkopacz and Barry Feld, 
believe that blended sentencing produces a net-widening effect.106 In other words, 
youths charged with slightly less serious crimes may be transferred to criminal 
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court for prosecution because the judge will still have the option of sentencing 
the youth as a juvenile. However, Podkopacz and Feld report that judges are also 
more likely to revoke juvenile probation, even for technical violations, and im-
pose incarceration sentences on youths who had received blended sentences. 

STATUS OFFENDERS IN THE JUVENILE COURT

Status offenses are law violations only if committed by a juvenile. It is the age 
status of the individual, not the conduct that differentiates this category of of-
fense. Status offenses are not criminal offenses, they are violations of community 
values and expectations of childhood.107 Status offenders made up the majority 
of youths referred to the juvenile court in the fi rst quarter of the 20th century, 
being brought to the court by police offi cers, probation offi cers, parents, teach-
ers and school administrators, and even neighbors. No distinctions were made 
by the juvenile courts in how they handled status offenders and criminal of-
fending youths, either in terms of adjudication or disposition. Both categories of 
behavior were considered delinquent offenses. The decriminalization of status 
offenses and the removal of this group of juvenile offenders did not come about 
until the early 1970s as a result of decisions by the Supreme Court and the Ju-
venile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act of 1974, which, among other 
things, required the removal of status offenders from secure detention or cor-
rectional facilities.
 Today, juvenile court jurisdiction continues to extend to adolescent mis-
conduct, such as truancy, running away from home, ungovernability, curfew 
statute violations, and underage drinking, but how youths who engage in these 
proscribed behaviors are handled by the courts has changed. Most jurisdictions 
classify noncriminal status offending youths as MINS (minor in need of supervi-
sion), PINS (person in need of supervision), or CHINS (child in need of supervi-
sion). In some states, status offenders enter into the offi cial system through the 
juvenile court intake process discussed earlier in this chapter; in other states, the 
case may enter through the child welfare agency. About one in fi ve status offense 
cases that come to the attention of the juvenile court intake or child welfare 
agencies are formally processed by the courts.
 Between 1985 and 2002, approximately 46 percent of runaway cases, 
63 percent of truancy cases, 63 percent of liquor law violation cases, and 62 per-
cent of ungovernability cases petitioned to the juvenile court were adjudicated as 
status offenders.108 The most common status offenses referred to the court were 
truancy (34 percent), followed by liquor law violations (30 percent), running 

Table 14-4 Criminal Cour t Blended Sentencing Provisions, 2004

PROVISION STATE

Exclusive  California, Colorado, Illinois, Kentucky, Massachusetts, Nebraska, 

New Mexico, Oklahoma, West Virginia, Wisconsin

Inclusive Arkansas, Florida, Idaho, Iowa, Michigan, Missouri, Virginia

Source: Howard Snyder and Melissa Sickmund, Juvenile Offenders and Victims: 2006 National Report (Washing-

ton, DC: Offi ce of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, 2006), p. 115.
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away (19 percent), and ungovernability (17 percent). Females were proportion-
ately more likely to be referred to court for status offenses than they were for 
delinquency offenses, accounting for 61 percent of all runaway cases and over 
45 percent of truancy and ungovernability cases. However, once referred to the 
juvenile court, males and females were equally likely to be adjudicated as status 
offenders. About two-thirds of adjudicated status offense cases resulted in pro-
bation (see Figure 14-5).
 Generally, the constitutional rights guaranteed by Gault and Winship do 
not apply to status offenders. However, some courts and some states, by stat-
ute, have extended these rights. The Gault decision specifi cally referred to the 
adjudication hearing in delinquency cases and left open the question of whether 
the protections specifi ed in Gault might extend to status offenders. Some states 
extend some of the Gault protections to all status offense proceedings, for in-
stance, the right to counsel and proof beyond a reasonable doubt in Georgia 
and right to counsel in Nebraska. On the other hand, many states, such as New 
Mexico and Tennessee, require only “clear and convincing evidence” in status 
offense cases instead of the higher burden of proof required by Winship in de-
linquency cases.109 While most states prohibit hearsay evidence in status offense 
proceedings, a few states, such as New York and Pennsylvania, see a virtue in 
permitting such evidence. Finally, while some states require constitutionally or 
by statute that status offenders are to be protected by the right against self-
incrimination, other states, such as Iowa, hold that this privilege does not 
apply.

figure 14-5  Percent of Adjudicated Status Of fenders Placed on Probation, 

by Of fense

Source: Howard Snyder and Melissa Sickmund, Juvenile Offenders and Victims: 2006 National Report (Washing-

ton, DC: National Center for Juvenile Justice, 2006), p. 192.
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This chapter examined the nature of the juvenile courts and the specifi c stages 
and procedures of the court process, from arrest and court intake to detention 
and adjudication and disposition hearings. In addition, information was pre-
sented on youth courts, drug courts, and restorative justice programs as alterna-
tives to the traditional juvenile courts. 

The old juvenile court was changed dramatically in the mid-1960s as the 
U.S. Supreme Court, in a series of landmark cases, recognized the due process 
rights of juveniles and established guidelines as well as legal constraints under 
which the juvenile courts must operate. Other court decisions and statutes es-
tablished by state legislatures have placed constraints on the public nature of 
juvenile court hearings, although public access to court proceedings and infor-
mation has increased in recent years. 

A very important issue today involves the transfer of serious juvenile offend-
ers to criminal court for prosecution as adults. In most states, juveniles who are 
charged with serious violent crimes and who meet the minimum-age standard 
for waiver, may be transferred. Once transferred, they face the same prosecu-
tion process that adult defendants face. Some states rely exclusively on judicial 
waivers, but an increasing number of states permit the prosecutorial transfer of 
youths. Most youths tried in criminal court, however, are there as a result of 
legislatively mandated transfers. Given the growing get-tough sentiment of the 
public and politicians, it is reasonable to expect that an increasing number of 
youths will be tried in criminal courts for their crimes in the next few years.

This chapter also looked at a third group of juvenile offenders who some-
times enter the juvenile courts: youths who have not committed delinquent acts 
or crimes suffi ciently serious to have them transferred to criminal court. These 
youths are status offenders. Their offenses are not considered crimes if commit-
ted by adults, yet their misbehaviors are seen as problematic. While status of-
fenders have many of the due process rights of children charged with delinquen-
cies, they do not have all the same rights.

Adjudication hearing A hearing held to determine whether the child committed the offense 

of which he or she is accused.

Bail A money or cash bond deposited with the court or bail bondsman allowing the person 

to be released on the assurance he or she will appear in court at the proper time.

Blended sentencing Juvenile courts may impose adult criminal sanctions on particular 

types of juvenile offenders. 

Breed v. Jones Criminal prosecution of a child following a juvenile court hearing is uncon-

stitutional because it constitutes double jeopardy.

Demand waiver Legal mechanism whereby a juvenile may request to have his or her case 

transferred from juvenile court to criminal court.

Detention The temporary confi nement of children pending adjudication, disposition, or 

implementation of disposition.

Disposition hearing A juvenile court hearing in which the court determines what action will 

be in the youth’s and community’s best interests; the equivalent of the sentencing stage 

in the criminal court process.
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Double jeopardy The prosecution of an individual a second time for the same offense. It is 

prohibited by the Fifth Amendment.

Drug courts Intensive treatment programs established within and supervised by juvenile 

courts to provide specialized services for eligible drug-involved youths and their families.

In re Gault Juveniles may not be denied basic due process rights in juvenile adjudicatory 

hearings.

In re Winship In delinquency cases, juveniles have the right to be convicted only if there is 

proof beyond a reasonable doubt.

Informal adjustment Cases that are handled through discretionary nonjudicial 

dispositions.

Informal probation A case adjustment practice in which the child and family comply with 

requirements of probation personnel without a formal court order.

Intake The initial case-screening process in the juvenile court system. It is designed to 

screen out cases that do not warrant a formal court hearing.

Judicial waiver A method used for transferring youths to criminal court in which the juve-

nile court judge is the primary decision maker in determining whether the youths should 

be transferred.

Kent v. United States A formal waiver hearing must take place before transfer of a juvenile 

to criminal court.

McKeiver v. Pennsylvania Juveniles do not have a constitutional right to a jury trial in juve-

nile court.

Petition A document setting forth the specifi c charge against a juvenile.

Prosecutorial waiver Legal mechanism that allows the prosecutor to be the primary deci-

sion maker in determining whether a youth should be transferred to adult court. 

Restorative justice Legal mechanism designed to restore or repair relationships disrupted 

by crime, holding offenders accountable by requiring restitution to victims or the com-

munity harmed by the crime, promoting offender competency and responsibility, and 

balancing the needs of community, victim, and offender through involvement in the 

restorative process.

Reverse waiver Legal mechanism whereby a juvenile who is being prosecuted as an adult 

in criminal court may petition to have the case transferred to juvenile court for adjudica-

tion or disposition.

Schall v. Martin Juveniles may be held in preventive detention while awaiting adjudication 

if they are determined to be “serious risks” to the community.

Statutory exclusion A method used for transferring youths to criminal court, whereby the 

most serious or persistent offenders or those over a certain age are excluded from juve-

nile court jurisdiction and automatically prosecuted as adults.

Youth court An alternative to the traditional juvenile court that allows young offenders to 

take responsibility for their acts, to be held accountable, and to receive appropriate 

dispositions imposed by their peers.
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T
o some observers, the fi eld of juvenile corrections appears to be only 
an afterthought within the history of the juvenile justice system. It has 
consistently been low on the list of budgeting priorities and largely 
ignored by national debate. To other observers, juvenile corrections 
has been viewed as accomplishing little more than either warehousing 
or coddling youthful offenders while they are in state custody. Money 

is expended but little reform is achieved.
 It is interesting that special attention to the correctional reform of juvenile 
offenders predates the creation of the juvenile court by more than half a century. 
The fi rst house of refuge opened in 1825 in New York for the care of wayward, 
neglected, homeless, and misbehaving youths (see Chapter 1). Two decades later, 
in 1846, Massachusetts opened the fi rst state-run juvenile reform school, the 
Lyman School for Boys. In 1876 more than 50 reform schools or houses of ref-
uge were operating around the country. By 1890 state reform schools had been 
established in nearly every state outside the South, and a number of states had 
created special reform schools for girls.1

 Not all delinquent children were sent to reform schools. Charles Loring 
Brace and the other Child Savers, during the latter half of the 19th century, 
established a program for placing urban problem youths in apprenticeships with 
farm families in the Midwest and West. Brace considered such placements to be 
“God’s reformatories” for problem children.2

 Correctional philosophy took another turn at the end of the 19th century 
with the creation of the fi rst juvenile court in Cook County (Chicago), Illinois, in 
1899. Probation, or community supervision, was still in its infancy as a tool for 
reforming adult offenders, having been implemented at the state level in Massa-
chusetts less than 20 years earlier. The Illinois court quickly adopted probation, 
and it was subsequently implemented by juvenile courts across the nation. By 
the middle of the 20th century, probation and a variety of more recent alterna-
tives to institutional placement for delinquent youths became the standard court 
disposition.

DECIDING THE DISPOSITION

Prior to Gault, the juvenile court permitted judges a great deal of discretion in 
deciding dispositions. A judge could dismiss the case, place the youth on proba-
tion, remove the youth from his or her home to be placed in foster care, or send 
the youth to a correctional institution. Dispositions, from the early establish-
ment of the juvenile court, were based on notions of rehabilitation and the de-
sire to do what was in the “best interests of the child.” This focus on treatment 
seemed to work fairly well through the fi rst half of the 20th century, as most 
children brought to the juvenile court were minor offenders.3

 From the mid-1960s to the early 1990s, juvenile delinquency not only in-
creased dramatically, it increasingly involved serious, violent criminality (see 
Chapters 1–3). The effectiveness of rehabilitation as the sole consideration for 
disposition was called into question, and states began to adopt more punitive 
and restrictive disposition alternatives based on notions of deterrence.4 Similar 
policies have emerged in a number of European countries too (see Box 15-1). 
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A
lthough juvenile crime rates have de-
clined signifi cantly in the United States 
during the past decade, Russia and 

the Netherlands have experienced increases 
in juvenile delinquency. Offenders, as in the 
United States, tend to be male (92 percent 
in Russia and 80 percent in the Netherlands) 
and to have more likely committed property 
crimes and social order offenses rather than 
violent offenses.

In Russia, local prosecutors determine 
what will happen with youths ages 14 to 18 
arrested by police. A youth may have the case 
dismissed, be referred to a citizen’s juvenile 
court for informal disposition, or be sent to a 
People’s Court for formal adjudication. About 
60 percent of juvenile offenders in Russia 
are convicted in the People’s Courts. Prior to 
1996 about 40 percent of convicted youths 
received suspended sentences, and between 
50 and 60 percent received incarceration 
sentences. Since 1996, in response to rising 
serious delinquency, closer to three-fourths 
of convicted youths are sentenced to con-
fi nement in a reformatory colony or youth cor-
rectional facility for no more than 10 years. 
Juveniles are confi ned separately from adult 
offenders. First-time male offenders are typi-
cally incarcerated in a labor colony, whereas 
fi rst-time female offenders more often are 
placed in re-educational colonies.

The Netherlands seems to take a more 
liberal approach in dealing with delinquent 
youths. Youths who are under the age of 12 
cannot be held criminally responsible and 
may not be criminally prosecuted. Instead, 
they are sent home with a caution. However, 
if the youth committed a serious crime, then 
he or she may be referred to a civil court with 

the option of psychological counseling. Ju-
veniles age 12 to 17 are diverted out of the 
justice system whenever possible at each 
stage of the process. In recent years, nearly 
half of all juveniles dealt with by the police are 
referred for HALT sanctions, which are similar 
to many police and court diversion programs 
in the United States. The youth must fi rst 
admit committing the offense, and the case 
is then handled informally with an emphasis 
on cautioning. If the case is sent to the court 
and the youth is found guilty, nonpunitive sen-
tences are most often imposed. These include 
fi nes, community sentence (either service 
or education), detention, and possibly place-
ment in a juvenile institution for a maximum 
of 12 months if the youth is younger than 
16 years old and 24 months if the youth is 
age 16 to 18. About half of adjudicated juve-
niles receive community sentences. However, 
as in Russia, rising rates of serious youth 
crime have led to a more punitive attitude 
toward juvenile delinquents. The Ministry of 
Justice is increasing the number of juvenile 
institutions and bed-space in current institu-
tions. Between 1995 and 2001, the Nether-
lands increased the total custodial bed-space 
from 900 to 2,100.

Sources: James Williams and Daniel Rodeheaver, “Punishing 

Juvenile Offenders in Russia,” International Criminal Justice 

Review 12:93–110 (2002); Dmitry Shestakov and Natalia 

Shestakova, “An Overview of Juvenile Justice and Juvenile 

Crime in Russia,” pages 411–440 in John Winterdyk (ed.), 

Juvenile Justice Systems: International Perspectives (Toronto: 

Canadian Scholars’ Press, 2002); Henk Ferwerda, “Youth 

Crime and Juvenile Justice in the Netherlands,” pages 435–

453 in John Winterdyk (ed.), Juvenile Justice Systems; Karin 

Wittebrood, “Juvenile Crime and Sanctions in the Nether-

lands,” Journal of Contemporary Criminal Justice 19:435–453 

(2003).

Punishing Juvenile Offenders in Russia and the Netherlands
D E L I N Q U E N C Y  A R O U N D  T H E  G L O B Eb o x  1 5 - 1
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Today, about half the states use structured guidelines, mandatory offense-based 
minimum sentences, or determinate sentencing laws to regulate dispositions. 
For example, Washington State revised its juvenile code in 1977 to emphasize 
just deserts and implemented a determinate sentencing law aimed at protecting 
“the citizenry from criminal behavior”; its goal was to “make the juvenile of-
fender accountable for . . . criminal behavior” and to “provide for punishment 
commensurate with the age, crime, and criminal history of the juvenile of-
fender.” 5 Recent studies of judges’ disposition decisions appear to support the 
notion that emphasis has shifted from a child welfare approach toward a crime 
control orientation. For example, Brandon Applegate and his colleagues found 
that judges focus primarily on offense characteristics and only marginally on 
the offender’s social characteristics. However, they note that “judges may be-
lieve that secure confi nement presents the best opportunities for rehabilitating 
youthful felons while protecting the public” and the use of incarceration was 
reduced somewhat when judges believed appropriate programs were available in 
the community.6 In addition, in their study of juvenile commitment decisions by 
juvenile court judges in Philadelphia, Jamie Fader and his associates report that 
dispositions are made differently for fi rst-time and repeat offenders.7 In cases in-
volving fi rst-time offenders, offense-specifi c variables, such as seriousness of of-
fense and injury to victim, are viewed as key factors by judges, although signifi -
cant weight is also given to child and family functioning factors. Furthermore, 
youths whose mothers had substance abuse problems or were known to be abu-
sive or neglectful were more likely to be placed in institutions.8 However, dispo-
sitions involving youths with prior offense histories were more likely to be made 
based on offense severity and situational factors, such as behavior since arrest, 
including running away from a detention facility or being arrested again. 

ALTERNATIVES TO INSTITUTIONALIZATION

Most youths adjudicated delinquent for the fi rst time are placed on probation. 
But probation is not the only alternative available to the court. Today, courts 
have a variety of dispositions to select from, including such options as home 
confi nement and electronic monitoring, the payment of fi nes or restitution, and 
short-term placement in a boot camp.

Probation

Probation is the conditional freedom granted by the court to an alleged or adju-
dicated offender as long as he or she avoids further misbehavior and meets cer-
tain conditions. The majority of youths on probation have been ordered by the 
court to supervision at disposition after having been formally adjudicated. Ap-
proximately 62 percent of all adjudicated delinquents receive probation.9 How-
ever, many youths who are not adjudicated delinquent voluntarily agree to abide 
by certain probation conditions with the understanding that if they successfully 
complete their probationary period, their case will be terminated without any 
formal processing.
 Probation is based on the belief that misbehavior may be better corrected 
by trying to rehabilitate the juvenile in the community than in an institution. 
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The major goals of probation are rehabilitation and reintegration, and the prin-
cipal fi gure in accomplishing these objectives is the probation offi cer. Many ju-
venile courts have no probation services at all, and those that do usually have 
large caseloads in which counseling and supervision take the form of occasional 
phone calls and perfunctory visits rather than carefully designed, individualized 
services. A recent survey conducted by the National Center for Juvenile Justice 
indicated that the range of probation caseload size is great, ranging between 2 
and 200. The average caseload is about 41, with 30 considered optimal.10

 Probation may be used at the front end of the juvenile justice system for 
fi rst-time, low-risk offenders or at the back end as an alternative to institutional 
confi nement for more serious offenders. The offi cial duties of probation offi cers 
can differ between states and even between jurisdictions within a single state. In 
any case, the basic set of juvenile probation functions includes intake screening 
of cases referred to juvenile and family courts, predispositions or social history 
investigation of juveniles, and court-ordered supervision of juvenile offenders. 
Probation orders imposed by the court for supervision of juveniles usually re-
quire that the youths obey all laws, attend school regularly, periodically visit the 
probation offi cer, remain within the community, and be at home at night by a 
set hour. The judge has the statutory authority to frame these conditions. Some 
probation departments also provide aftercare for youths released from institu-
tions; others may administer detention or manage local residential facilities or 
special programs.
 Since probation has historically been viewed as a “favor” to a person con-
victed of a crime, conditions of probation were, until recently, rarely subject 
to judicial review. Now, however, it is generally agreed that probationary con-
ditions for juveniles are subject to some limitations. For example, in juvenile 
courts, a major goal of probation is to rehabilitate the child by treatment and 
guidance while he or she participates in the community. If probation conditions 
do not promote this end or if they violate a youth’s constitutionally protected 
rights, they should not be used or permitted. Examples include:

•  Prohibiting association with gang members because the prohibition was not 
restricted to known gang members. 

•  Ordering a youth to stay away from a block on a specifi c street where his 
crime had been committed. 

•  Requiring the probation offi cer to preapprove all the persons with whom 
the youth associates. 

•  Requiring a minor to obtain satisfactory grades and practice good 
citizenship.11

 A recent innovation in juvenile probation is the development of police–
probation partnerships, which are designed to increase the supervision of youths. 
Police offi cers and probation offi cers work together to enhance supervision and 
to provide greater opportunities for contact between authorities and delinquent 
youths. Boston’s Operation Night Light was begun in 1992 and was quickly 
followed by similar partnerships in Minnesota, Washington, Connecticut, and 
Arizona.12 Some police–probation partnerships are limited to intensive supervi-
sion of high-risk juveniles or gang members; others, such as the programs in San 
Diego and Anchorage, allow for supervision of a wider range of probationers, 
including youths considered to be at lower risk.13
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 However, intensive probation supervision programs in general, and police–
probation partnerships specifi cally, have been criticized for “net widening, high re-
vocation rates, and related case-processing costs.”14 Although most studies report
that increased supervision increases the likelihood of reporting technical viola-
tions, there is little evidence that youths on intensive or partnership probation are 
any more likely to commit new offenses than those on traditional probation.15

 California has developed a number of juvenile probation programs to pro-
vide a more comprehensive approach to supervising juvenile offenders in the 
community and to provide more consistent funding for probation activities. 
Three innovative programs include the Repeat Offender Prevention Program 
(ROPP), which uses a multidisciplinary, multiagency, team-oriented approach; 
the Juvenile Crime Enforcement and Accountability Challenge Grant Program, 
which provided $50 million to help counties identify, implement, and evalu-
ate community-based projects targeting at-risk youths; and the Juvenile Jus-
tice Crime Prevention Act, which was designed to provide more stable funding 
for programs for juveniles that had been evaluated and found to reduce crime 
among at-risk youths and young offenders.16

Home Confinement and Electronic Monitoring

The search for dispositions offering alternatives to placement in jails, detention 
centers, and institutions has led to the development of various community-based 
programs. Drawing in part from the labeling perspective that holds that unneces-
sarily punitive confi nement may have adverse consequences, juvenile courts have 
increasingly sought the least restrictive alternatives available (see Chapter 7).
 Home confi nement, sometimes called house arrest or home detention, is the 
intensive supervision and monitoring of a person in his or her home environ-
ment. Juvenile court probation departments usually administer home confi ne-
ment programs. Surveillance consists of personal daily contacts with the youth 
and daily contacts with parents, teachers, and employers.17 Juveniles are typi-
cally confi ned to their homes unless attending school, work, or other previously 
agreed-upon activities. Any other time the youths are not at home, both parents 
and probation department supervisors closely monitor them. Advocates of home 
confi nement programs contend the programs’ costs are less than one-fourth the 
cost of confi ning youths in jail or detention centers.
 A variation on home confi nement is electronic monitoring.18 Electronic 
monitoring, or tracking systems, are generally of two types: passive and active. 
In passive systems, the youth sends electronic signals via phone in response to 
computer-activated calls. The juvenile may respond either by inserting a special 
plug worn on the wrist into the transmitter or by speaking on the phone to 
a matched voiceprint programmed into the computer. Active systems are used 
when constant surveillance of the juvenile is desired. Traditional active systems 
require the youth to wear a transmitter on the ankle, neck, or wrist. The trans-
mitter sends a constant signal allowing for movement to a distance of 100 to 
150 feet to a receiver connected to the home telephone. The signal is then sent 
to a central computer that matches the signal to patterns preprogrammed for 
arranged absences such as school and work. The newest type of active moni-
toring is the satellite-based GPS (global positioning system) unit. These units 
allow real-time tracking of the wearer, plot a subject’s path, retrace a person’s 

Electronic monitoring 

allows many youths 

opportunities to remain 

in the community. 

Monitoring also permits 

closer surveillance than 

traditional probation. Are 

juveniles advantaged or 

disadvantaged during 

electronic monitoring?

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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Electronic monitoring of delinquents allows them to remain in the community 
and work toward their rehabilitation rather than being incarcerated. Unless 
they commit violent crimes should all adjudicated delinquents be placed on 
community sentences? What negative consequences arise from the confi nement 
of adolescents? Conversely, which types of delinquent offenders probably require 
confi nement?

movement over several days, and even determine if the youth is walking or in a 
vehicle.19

 Critics of home confi nement and electronic monitoring raise four concerns 
about the programs:

1.  To what extent will juveniles, who would not otherwise be placed on super-
vision, be brought into the net of the juvenile justice system simply because 
of the convenience of these new less-restrictive programs?

2.  Our society has a long-held belief that “a person’s home is his castle” and 
should not be violated by the state. To turn a juvenile’s home into a prison 
runs contrary to Anglo-Saxon tradition.20

3.  If the juvenile’s home is turned into a prison, what is the effect on the tradi-
tional parental role? The criminal codes of most states recognize the special 
relationship between parent and child. Parents are often exempt from tes-
tifying against their child or even from being prosecuted for assisting their 
child if he or she has escaped from a correctional facility. Will home con-
fi nement turn parents into wardens or “keepers” of their own children? Will 
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parents be subject to charges of contempt of court or contributing to the 
delinquency of a minor if they do not report violations of home detention?

4.  Will electronic monitoring intrude on our nation’s deeply held value of pri-
vacy and create a Big Brother atmosphere? Could a “least restrictive” pro-
gram, in the long run, lead us toward acceptance of pervasive restrictions 
over all aspects of our lives?

Fines and Restitution

States are increasingly authorizing that restitution and payment of fi nes be used 
as disposition alternatives and be included as a condition of probation. Resti-
tution is a court-ordered action in which an offender pays money or provides 
services to victims of the offense or to the community.21 According to Anne 
Schneider, restitution programs are based on the principle that youths should be 
held accountable for their delinquent actions.22 When juveniles cause damage or 
loss, they should repay their victims. Courts generally rely on any one of three 
methods to determine restitution.

1.  A judge decides the amount of restitution on the basis of arguments pre-
sented by both the offender and the victim during the sentencing hearing.

2.  An insurance claim is used to determine the amount to be paid by the 
offender.

3.  The victim and offender are brought together and work out a restitution 
agreement that is satisfactory to both parties.23

 A fi ne is a cash payment determined by the court and paid by the youth or 
his or her parents. Fines are seldom used as the sole disposition. Rather, they are 
more likely to be imposed in addition to a disposition involving probation. Part 
of the fi ne may include court costs, fees for drug or alcohol treatment, or victim 
compensation.

Boot Camps

Boot camps for juveniles have been a popular disposition alternative for adju-
dicated delinquents. Boot camps proliferated in the late 1980s and early 1990s. 
By 1996, there were more than 75 boot camps for adult offenders around the 
country and 48 juvenile boot camps were operating in 27 states.24 After the 
mid-1990s, the number of boot camps declined, especially those for adult of-
fenders. By 2000 about one-third of adult boot camps had closed, and the aver-
age daily population of boot camps dropped more than 30 percent.25 Although 
boot camps for juveniles have not declined as dramatically, they have begun 
substituting an emphasis on educational and vocations skills for the military 
components traditionally emphasized. 
 Boot camps were designed to reduce recidivism, correctional institution 
populations, and costs. They were modeled after military basic training, with 
youths required to wear military-style uniforms, march to and from activities, 
and respond immediately to the commands of their “drill instructors.” Daily 
schedules typically include drill and ceremony practice, strenuous physical fi t-
ness activities, and challenge programs. Juvenile inmates who violate rules are 
generally required to perform pushups as punishment.

Research asserts that 

boot camps do not 

rehabilitate delinquents. 

If this is true, what other 

benefi ts might boot 

camps provide? 

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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 These programs, like most boot camps for adult offenders, are designed for 
“midrange” delinquents, which are those who have failed with less severe sanc-
tions, such as probation, but are not yet defi ned as “hard-core” or chronic de-
linquents (see Chapter 2). Certain offenders are typically excluded, such as sex 
offenders, armed robbers, and youths with records of serious violence. Most 
programs are available for youths in their mid to late teens, although the Missis-
sippi boot camp program admits youths as young as 10, and two boot camps in 
Alabama take 12- and 13-year-olds.26

 Juvenile boot camps are much less costly than traditional state-run cor-
rectional institutions. Based on a study of juvenile boot camps by Michael 
Peters and his colleagues, they estimated that the cost per offender in boot 
camp ($6,241) was about half the cost per offender confi ned in state institutions 
($11,616). However, boot camps are still signifi cantly more expensive than the 
costs per offender associated with traditional probation supervision ($516).27

 Juveniles sent to boot camps usually face programs of 90- to 120-day du-
ration. During these few months, youths are generally exposed to a militaris-
tic environment, with in-your-face drill instructors, an emphasis on physical 
conditioning, and three to six hours of work detail each day. All the pro -
grams include an educational component, and most programs also include some 

Graffi ti and 
neighborhood 

disorder contribute 
to delinquency; 
a sense of order 

reduces it. Graffi ti 
can range from petty 

vandalism to signs 
of a serious gang 

problem. Why would 
policies that remove 
graffi ti have crime-

reducing effects?  
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vocational education, work skills training or job preparation, and drug and al-
cohol counseling.
 Even with their popularity among lawmakers and the public, juvenile boot 
camps still are controversial. Advocates of the camps argue that the structure of 
the programs promotes positive growth and change and creates a safer environ-
ment for youths than traditional correctional facilities. In addition, proponents 
believe the military model builds camaraderie among youths and fosters respect 
for staff. Critics argue that boot camps are generally more costly than most 
other traditional alternatives, such as intensive probation, and have just as high 
or higher recidivism rates.28 Other critics say the camps’ confrontational envi-
ronment confl icts with the creation of positive interpersonal relationships and 
are antithetical to quality therapeutic programming. Confrontational interac-
tions, they argue, may cause juveniles to fear correctional staff and undermine 
any potential for effective therapy and educational achievement. Furthermore, 
critics say the emphasis on group activities ignores individual youths’ problems. 
Critics also believe the group orientation of boot camp programs, in which an 
entire platoon may be punished when only one member of the group misbe-
haved, may cause youths to view the system as unjust.29 Ultimately, the greatest 
criticism of boot camps is that they foster an environment that allows aggressive 
and violent treatment of juveniles, treatment that sometimes leads to the death 
of a youth (see Box 15-2). 
 Are juvenile boot camps more effective than traditional correctional treat-
ment? Early studies found no signifi cant difference in recidivism rates for youths 
placed in boot camps versus those receiving more traditional correctional treat-
ment options, although in some cases boot camp graduates had higher rates of 
recidivism.30 On the other hand, boot camps provide some advantages not di-
rectly related to recidivism. Doris MacKenzie and her colleagues surveyed more 
than 4,000 youths in 27 boot camps and 22 traditional institutions. They re-
ported that youths in boot camps, compared with youths assigned to traditional 
facilities, perceived their facilities to be more caring and just, that programs 
are more therapeutic and helpful in preparing them for jobs, and that they re-
ceived more individual attention. In addition, while youths in boot camps more 
frequently reported feelings of being in danger from staff, youths in traditional 
facilities more frequently reported feelings of danger from other residents.31

CONFINEMENT OF JUVENILE OFFENDERS

The reality of confi nement as a form of punishment or rehabilitation is harsh. 
Imprisonment is one of the most frequently criticized mechanisms for dealing 
with criminality. However, the range of complaints refl ects inconsistent public 
expectations of correctional institutions.

• They should reform offenders, but they fail to do so.

• They should punish lawbreakers, but they coddle them.

•  They should be secure and orderly, but there are many escapes and 
disturbances.

•  They should operate with minimal cost to the taxpayer, but they are 
expensive.

“Widening the net” 

refers to the expansion 

of nonincarceration 

sanctions. A positive 

of this trend is cost 

savings; a negative 

is the expansion of 

the total correctional 

population. Is increased 

surveillance benefi cial or 

problematic?

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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 The U.S. corrections system contains a fundamental fl aw: It was developed 
many years ago in an era relevant to the goals of that particular time. But even 
though circumstances and goals have changed drastically, the system has not. 
Today, it may be regarded as an obstacle to signifi cant rehabilitative efforts.

The Institutionalization of Juveniles

In 1880 nearly 20 years before the creation of the nation’s fi rst juvenile code and 
court, 11,468 juveniles were held in some sort of correctional facility. Of these 
youths, 81 percent were male, and only 11 percent were nonwhite; their average 
age was 13. Today, the number of juveniles incarcerated in the United States on 
any given day is more than 109,000. In addition to youths incarcerated in fa-
cilities specifi cally designated for juveniles, about 2,300 youths are held in state 
and federal adult correctional facilities.32

 Not surprising, states with the largest populations also have the largest 
number of juveniles in custody. California has nearly 17,000 juveniles in cus-
tody on any given day, while juvenile correctional facilities in Texas have over 
7,600 youths, and Florida has just over 8,200.33 Custody rates also vary a great 

M
artin Anderson was 14 years old when 
he entered a Florida boot camp for ju-
venile offenders on January 5, 2006. 

Anderson had been arrested in 2005 for steal-
ing his grandmother’s Jeep Cherokee and was 
ordered to the camp for violating his proba-
tion after he trespassed at a school. Within 
hours of his arrival at the camp he had been 
restrained, kneed, and hit by guards. He died 
the next day. Although the guards claimed that 
Anderson was uncooperative and refused to 
participate in physical activities required of all 
new inmates, the event was caught on video 
tape and showed the boy being forced to the 
ground, being kneed in the thigh and punched 
in the arms, and having force applied to pres-
sure points on his ear, all while a camp nurse 
stood by. 

The fi rst autopsy found Anderson died from 
sickle cell anemia or natural causes. However, 
the next day the video tape was released and 
an investigation began. One week later the 
boot camp was closed. A second autopsy 
found that Anderson’s death was not from 
natural causes, but was rather a result of 

guards blocking the boy’s mouth after forcing 
him to inhale ammonia capsules fi ve times. 
The state’s attorney general concluded that 
the camp guards had suffocated Anderson, 
causing his death.

Nearly 11 months later, a special prosecu-
tor fi led manslaughter charges against seven 
ex-guards and a nurse for allegedly causing 
the death of Anderson by culpable negligence 
by failing to make a reasonable effort to pro-
tect him from abuse, neglect, or exploitation 
and failing to give him proper care. The fel-
ony charges could result in up to 30 years in 
prison for each defendant. 

In April of 2006, Florida Governor Jeb Bush 
signed into law the Martin Lee Anderson Act, 
which replaced all of the state’s boot camps 
with juvenile facilities focusing on education 
and counseling.

Sources: Susan Filan, “Death Sparks Change to Juvenile 

Justice System,” online at http://www.msnbc.msn.com/

id/15936990/, accessed May 4, 2007; “Boot Camp Teen’s 

Parents: ‘It’s a Good Day,’” CNNToday, November 28, 2006, on-

line at:  http://www.cnn.com/2006/LAW/11/28/boot.camp

.death/index.html, accessed May 4, 2007.

Juvenile Killed in Florida Boot Camp
A  W I N D O W  O N  D E L I N Q U E N C Yb o x  1 5 - 2
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deal by jurisdiction. Some, such as the District of Columbia and Wyoming, 
have custody rates for delinquent offenders at well over 600 per 100,000; others 
have dramatically lower custody rates. For example, New Hampshire has a rate 
of 150, while Hawaii has a rate of 97, and Vermont has a rate of only 72 (see 
Table 15-1).
 Approximately 70 percent of youths incarcerated in juvenile facilities were 
held in public institutions; 30 percent were held in private facilities.34 The aver-
age time juveniles spend in public correctional facilities varies a great deal. For 
example, juveniles placed in institutions in Arizona have an average length of 
stay of 7 to 8 months; in New Hampshire it is 8 to 12 months; and youths com-
mitted for serious crimes to Minnesota’s juvenile facilities spend a minimum of 
6 months and a maximum of 12 months. On the other hand, juvenile offenders 
in Texas spend an average of 2 months at an orientation center being evaluated 
and assessed prior to being sent to an institution where they can expect to spend 
an average of about 23 months.35

Race Disparities in Confinement African Americans make up a dispropor-
tionate number of youths arrested, especially for violent crimes; a disproportion-
ate number of delinquency cases brought before the juvenile court; and a dis-
proportionate number of youths placed in secure correctional facilities. African 
Americans make up about 16 percent of the youth population, yet in 2005 they 
were 28 percent of all youth arrested, including 39 percent of violent Index ar-
rests and 29 percent of property Index arrests.36 In addition, African Americans 
made up 29 percent of all youths referred to the juvenile court, 29 percent of ad-

Maricopa County 
Sheriff Joe Arpaio 

has taken the chain 
gang to another level 

with the fi rst for 
juveniles convicted as 

adults. Is the chain 
gang a deterrent 
against crime? Is 
it better to have 

juveniles working in 
a chain gang or to 
sit in a cell playing 

cards?
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judicated youths, and 33 percent of youths committed to correctional facilities. 
Of the estimated 144,000 delinquency cases resulting in out-of-home placement 
in 2002, 63 percent involved white youths, 33 percent involved African Ameri-
can youths, and 4 percent involved youths of other races. Nearly 28 percent 
of adjudicated delinquency cases involving African American youths resulted in 
custodial placement, compared with 21 percent of cases involving white youths 
and 25 percent of other minority youths.37

 What does evidence of disparities in confi nement mean? When data indi-
cate there is an overrepresentation of a particular group in custody, it simply 
means there is a larger proportion of that group than would be expected based 
on their proportion in the general population. Evidence of disparity in custody 
rates means that the probability of receiving a particular outcome differs for dif-
ferent groups. Disparity may in turn lead to overrepresentation. Discrimination 
means that one group of juveniles is treated differently from another group of 
juveniles based wholly, or in part, on their race, ethnicity, or gender. However, 
neither overrepresentation nor disparity necessarily implies discrimination.38

 Disparity and overrepresentation can result from factors other than dis-
crimination. For example, research has found that minorities’ higher rates of 
confi nement are due to their disproportionate involvement in serious and vio-
lent crimes.39 If minority youths commit proportionately more crime than white 
youths, are involved in more serious incidents, and have more extensive criminal 
histories, they will be overrepresented in secure facilities, even if no discrimina-
tion by decision makers occurred. For example, analysis of the FBI National 
Incident-Based Reporting System found that for violent crimes, no difference in 
the overall likelihood of arrest of white juveniles and nonwhite juveniles existed 
after controlling for all other incident characteristics. The likelihood of juvenile 
arrest was affected, however, by several other incident characteristics indepen-
dent of offender race. Arrest was more likely when there was a single offender, 

table 15-1  State Custody Rates of Delinquent Of fenders Held in Public 

Institutions (Per 100,000) 

 HIGHEST CUSTODY RATES  LOWEST CUSTODY RATES

District of Columbia 625 Connecticut 210

Wyoming 606 New Jersey 199

South Dakota 564 Kentucky 185

Florida 452 Maryland 181

Indiana 415 North Carolina 169

California 392 Maine 153

Louisiana 387 Mississippi 152

Alaska 370 New Hampshire 150

Delaware 364 Hawaii  97

Nevada 362 Vermont  72

U.S. average rate 307

Source: Howard Snyder and Melissa Sickmund, Juvenile Offenders and Juvenile Victims: 2006 National Report 

(Washington, DC: National Center for Juvenile Justice, 2006), p. 201.
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multiple victims, victim injury, or the victim and offender were family members, 
rather than strangers.40

 However, a number of other studies suggest that disparities are the result of 
racial and ethnic discrimination. This line of reasoning suggests that because of 
discrimination on the part of justice system decision makers, minority youths 
face higher probabilities of being arrested by the police, referred to court intake, 
held in short-term detention, petitioned for formal processing, adjudicated de-
linquent, and confi ned in a secure juvenile facility.41 In addition, a few studies 
claim that repressive drug laws result in disproportionate numbers of African 
American youths being incarcerated.42 The fi ndings of still other studies indi-
cate that the disparities may be the consequence of community structural fac-
tors, such as violent crime rates, minority concentration, and economic inequal-
ity, and not directly related to the characteristics of the individual offender.43 
Finally, some experts believe that differential placement of juvenile offenders in 
mental hospitals may contribute to minority overrepresentation in correctional 
facilities. For example, African American youths who exhibit very aggressive 
behaviors are more likely to be directed to correctional facilities while equally 
aggressive white youths are placed in psychiatric hospitals for “treatment.” 44

 Regardless of the causes of disparities, the Offi ce of Juvenile Justice and De-
linquency Prevention established the Disproportionate Minority Confi nement 
(DMC) Initiative in 1991 to assist states in aggressively assessing the extent 
of DMC in their jurisdictions. For example, Pennsylvania’s DMC efforts soon 
discovered that, although minority juveniles represented just 12 percent of the 
state’s juvenile population, they accounted for more than 70 percent of juveniles 
placed in secure confi nement. These fi ndings led to the development of special 
programs in fi ve targeted communities (Harrisburg, Philadelphia, Pittsburgh, 
and Lehigh and Northampton Counties) designed to reduce the number of mi-
norities confi ned in the state’s correctional facilities. Prevention and intervention 
programs aimed at minority youths included educational, social, vocation, and 
recreational outreach; tutoring; development of life skills and job training; tru-
ancy and dropout prevention; and confl ict resolution and impulse control train-
ing. By 1995 minority juveniles confi ned in secure correctional facilities declined 
from 73 to 66 percent.45

 Based on a review of state assessment of compliance with the DMC Initia-
tive, Michael Leiber reports that the overrepresentation of minority youths was 
evident in every state where adequate data were available, that overrepresenta-
tion existed at all decision points, that the decision point where minority over-
representation was most pronounced varied by state, and that overrepresenta-
tion appeared to be greatest in those states with smaller minority populations.46 

Decarceration of Status Offenders In the early 1970s, the federal govern-
ment pushed for elimination of all status offenders from “secure” institutions 
designed to house delinquent offenders. As a result of this decarceration policy, 
large numbers of juveniles were shifted from institutions to community-based 
programs such as shelter-care facilities run by local Youth Service Bureaus. By 
1995 only 2.6 percent of juveniles in public facilities were held for status of-
fenses, while 95.6 percent were held for delinquent offenses.47 However, many 
juveniles who committed a second status offense ended up being incarcerated as 
a result of a process known as boot strapping, in which a youth who violates a 
formal court order, for example, to not run away from home, is considered to 
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have committed a criminal offense. These youths are not technically status of-
fenders and the original federal legislation could be sidestepped. Such practices 
led to revisions in the law in 2002. The Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Act of 
2002 states: 

Juveniles . . . charged with or who have committed offenses that would not be 
criminal if committed by an adult or offenses which do not constitute viola-
tions of valid court orders, or alien juveniles in custody, or such non-offenders 
as dependent or neglected children, shall not be placed in secure detention fa-
cilities or secure correctional facilities. (italics added)48

 Not all states believed boot strapping to be a good practice. Taking the posi-
tion that boot strapping was not “the least restrictive alternative,” some states, 
including California, Florida, Indiana, Louisiana, Maryland, North Carolina, 
Pennsylvania, and Wisconsin, specifi cally disallowed the practice by statute.49 
More recently, the Kentucky legislature included statutory language stating: 
“Status offenders shall not be converted into public offenders by virtue of status 
conduct,” 50 thus effectively prohibiting the practice.

Institutions for Girls

The State Industrial School for Girls, the fi rst institution in the United States 
built exclusively for the correction of girls, opened in Lancaster, Massachusetts, 
in 1856. One hundred seventeen years later, in 1973, the school closed its doors 
as did many other juvenile institutions in Massachusetts when a temporary 
reform movement of deinstitutionalization (intentionally removing juveniles 
from institutions) hit the state. The Lancaster school had served for well over a 
century to save young girls, especially those from the poorer classes, from the 
corrupting infl uences of urban vice and crime and to preserve family stability. 
During its fi rst 50 years of operation, nearly half the girls were placed there at 
their parents’ request. Families of the poor immigrants unable to support their 
children and parents simply unable to govern their teenage daughters often pe-
titioned the state to take over responsibility. The Lancaster school provided a 
“homelike” milieu, emphasizing Christian family life, in which reform efforts 
prepared the girls for domestic work, either as wives and mothers or as paid 
domestic workers.51

 This emphasis on domesticity in the correctional treatment of female juve-
nile offenders has continued to play a prominent role in institutions even today. 
In girls’ reform schools, academic and vocational programs still emphasize the 
traditional female roles of wife, mother, and homemaker (see the discussion of 
vocational programs later in this chapter).52 According to an American Bar As-
sociation (ABA) survey of juvenile facilities, the most frequent programs in girls’ 
schools were cosmetology, business education, nursing, and food service. In con-
trast, the ABA found that institutions for boys were typically providing courses 
in auto shop, welding, and small-engine repair. Such differences in programs 
clearly determine differential career opportunities in the future, in terms of both 
job skills and wages.53

 Even though females are half of the juvenile population and account for 
about 30 percent of all juvenile arrests and a little over a fourth of delinquency 
cases referred to the juvenile court, they comprise only 15 percent of juveniles 
in residential placement. Nearly a fourth of females in custody are younger than 
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age 15, compared with 16 percent of males. Whites make up 45 percent of juve-
nile females in custody, while African Americans are 35 percent and Hispanics 
15 percent of the correctional population.54 Finally, while females account for 
15 percent of juvenile offenders in custody, their proportion varies by offense. 
Moreover, females represent a much larger proportion of status offenders than 
delinquent offenders in custody (see Table 15-2). 
 Numerous studies have suggested that girls are more likely than boys to 
receive more-serious dispositions for less-serious offenses. And as refl ected in 
Table 15-2, girls often end up in secure confi nement for offenses for which boys 
would be placed on probation. John MacDonald and Meda Chesney-Lind ex-
amined the processing of nearly 26,000 juvenile cases in Hawaii over a 12-year 
period. They found that girls were nearly four times more likely than boys to 
be referred to the court for running away, and boys were 10 times more likely 
than girls to be referred to the court for violent offenses. However, “once girls 
were found delinquent, they were more likely than boys to be given a restrictive 
sanction for less serious offenses.” 55 They note that less than 1 percent of boys 
given formal dispositions had been referred for running away, compared with 
6 percent of the girls. However, boys were 3 times more likely than girls to re-
ceive formal dispositions for violent offenses.56

Living in Custody

What about the juveniles who are placed in correctional facilities? How do they 
adjust to their incarceration? What determines the nature of their adaptations? 
Institutions can be differentiated on the basis of their goals and orientations as 

table 15-2  Female Propor tion of Of fenders in Custody, by Most Serious 

Of fense

MOST SERIOUS OFFENSE PROPORTION OF FEMALE OFFENDERS

Total 15%

Delinquent offenses 14

Homicide 12

Aggravated assault 16

Simple assault 25

Burglary 7

Theft 18

Drug traffi cking 7

Other drug offense 15

Probation–parole violations 21

Status offenses 40

Ungovernability 59

Running away 38

Truancy 38

Curfew violation 35

Underage drinking 30

Source: Howard Snyder and Melissa Sickmund, Juvenile Offenders and Victims: 2006 National Report (Washing-

ton, DC: National Center for Juvenile Justice, 2006), p. 210.
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well as how such differences are related to differences in the behavior of incar-
cerated juveniles. But few institutions operate according to a singular model; 
many mix treatment and custody orientations.57

 Treatment-oriented institutions may offi cially promote rehabilitation of its 
clients, but this goal can be complicated by control or security considerations. 
Similarly, custodial institutions generally offer some minimal training or reha-
bilitation programs, even though their primary concern is custody. And since 
the mixed-goal institution attempts to combine elements of both polar types 
more or less equally, the result is, in terms of organizational effectiveness, often 
as mixed as the goals. However, comparative studies have demonstrated that 
the formal structure of an institution affects not only inmate responses to the 
institution as a whole and to the staff and programs but also assimilation into 
an inmate subculture. Related research has shown that as organizational orien-
tation shifts from custody to treatment, the negative infl uences of confi nement 
are either reduced or become positive.
 Bernard Berk examined both juvenile detention centers and minimum-secu-
rity prisons.58 He found that inmate attitudes toward the institution were more 
positive in treatment-oriented than in custody-oriented institutions. He also dis-
covered that inmate attitudes were shaped by the prison experience. Inmates 
who had spent long periods of time in custody-oriented institutions were more 
likely to hold negative attitudes than those who had been incarcerated only a 
few months, whereas the reverse was true at treatment-oriented prisons.
 While criminologists have examined the problems of confi nement in juvenile 
institutions, two studies stand out in terms of their extensive and intensive anal-
yses of the nature of inmate adaptations. In a comparative study of 10 facilities 
in Massachusetts, Barry Feld identifi ed four types of institutional treatment set-
tings in terms of correctional goals, programs, and social control techniques.59

Differences in organizational structure also had a major impact on inmates’ in-
formal social systems. In the more oppressive custody-oriented settings, staff 
roles were authoritarian and hierarchical. Staff members were strictly custodial, 
minimizing their contacts with inmates and attempting to maintain a high level 
of surveillance and control. Such practices, coupled with a high degree of insti-
tutional deprivation, gave inmates many incentives to engage in covert deviance. 
In this setting, there emerged a group of tough inmates who exploited weaker 
inmates and used violence to reinforce their own status. The use of violence by 
inmates, paralleling staff practices of social control, resulted in a rigidly struc-
tured authoritarian subculture in which the social distance between high- and 
low-status inmates was comparable to the distance between inmates and staff.
 On the other hand, in treatment-oriented facilities that used a cottage sys-
tem, substantially less hostility and aggression among inmates were observed. 
The greater harmony was largely due to the introduction of formal collabora-
tion between staff and inmates, which increased the social solidarity of the en-
tire institution and diminished incentives for violent solutions. In addition to the 
impact of structural and program changes on institutional climate, criminolo-
gists have reported that the greater proportion of the “hard core” juvenile being 
waived to adult court has resulted in fewer of these youths being sent to juve-
nile facilities. Moreover, most directors of juvenile facilities, whether custodial 
or treatment-oriented, appear unwilling to abandon the goal of rehabilitation 
and are thus focused on maintaining environments more conducive to positive 
change.60
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 But not all is completely rosy. A detailed account of the brutalizing condi-
tions in the more custody-oriented institutions is provided by Clemens Bartol-
las.61 Upon arrival at the institution, boys are subjected to a testing process by 
inmate leaders to determine whether the new boys will defend themselves when 
attacked and whether they have a history of sexual exploitation. The staff and 
other inmates offer little help to the new boys. The less able the youths are to 
defend themselves, the further down the exploitation scale they are pushed. Ex-
ploitative acts on this scale, in terms of increasing severity, are

1. Taking a victim’s dessert and favorite foods at meals.

2.  Taking his canteen purchases and pop and candy given to him by his 
parents.

3.  Taking his institutional clothing, toilet articles, cigarettes, personal cloth-
ing, or radio.

4.  Physically beating him or forcing him to masturbate others, play the passive 
role in anal sodomy, or be the receptor in fellatio.

 Unfortunately, such patterns of exploitation and victimization in juvenile in-
stitutions are scarcely unique to the facilities studied by Feld and Bartollas; they 
have been well documented in many settings across the country over the past 
25 years.62 Extensive abuses were found in Louisiana juvenile training schools 
in the mid-1990s, including the placement of youths in isolation for long peri-
ods of time and restraining them with handcuffs and a lack of programming, 
counseling, and training opportunities.63 Youths who committed serious rule 
violations in the West Virginia Industrial School for Boys were punished by be-
ing placed in small, windowless, steel-walled cells, 4 feet wide and 8 feet long, 
and allowed to wear only their undershorts. Other punishments included “fl oor 
time,” whereby an inmate was required to stand stiffl y in one position for several 
hours, and “bench time,” in which an inmate was required to sit in a specifi ed 
location with arms crossed for several hours each day for several days without 
talking or moving.64

 In 2003 the Department of Justice fi led a suit against the state of Missis-
sippi over “disturbing” and “unconscionable” conditions at two of the state’s 
juvenile correctional facilities: Oakley Training School, which holds about 
325 boys, and Columbia Training School, which houses about 100 boys and 
100 girls, ages 10 to 18. Among the appalling practices were the hog-tying and 
pole-shackling of children; requiring children to eat their own vomit; and the rou-
tine hitting, slapping, and shoving of youths by staff. On some occasions, suicidal 
girls were stripped and placed in isolation cells, which were windowless, empty, 
“dark rooms” with only a single drain in the fl oor to be used as a toilet.65

 All correctional institutions contain some form of inmate culture and in-
formal set of rules as a response to the unique circumstances experienced by 
inmates. While boys engage in aggressive, coercive behaviors to establish hier-
archies and defi ne social roles, girls are more likely to respond by developing 
family structures parallel to those outside the institution. According to Barbara 
Carter,

Inmate culture in a girls’ school is best understood as a complex of meanings 
through which the girls maintain continuity between their lives inside and out-
side of the institution; and as social forms established to mitigate and manage 
the pains of confi nement and problems of intimate group living.66

M4313.indb   508M4313.indb   508 8/23/07   4:11:26 PM8/23/07   4:11:26 PM



c h a p t e r  15 Juvenile Corrections 509

 Pseudo families are intimate relationships that substitute for those found 
outside the institutions. These families sometimes emerge out of continuing 
courtships and other times occur spontaneously. Courtship refl ects traditional 
boy–girl relationships: recognition seeking, emotional involvement, and com-
panionship. Consequently, such relationships can be characterized as symboli-
cally heterosexual rather than homosexual. According to both Carter and Rose 
Giallombardo, this family structure involves only minor physical contact, such 
as hand-holding, touching, and kissing.67 Coercive homosexual relationships of-
ten found in male institutions are rare in female facilities. Sexual roles, ranging 
from “mother” and “father” and “husband” and “wife” to “sister” and “cousin,”
also refl ect traditional male–female sex roles.
 According to Coramae Richey Mann, pseudo families fulfi ll three func-
tions.68 They “provide a measure of affection and belonging to girls who are 
lonely, isolated from their natural families, and deprived of their freedom.” They 
offer a “form of protection from verbal and physical attacks by other inmates.” 
And they aid the institution in maintaining social control. Institutional control 
is enhanced inasmuch as families, both in and out of institutions, are the pri-
mary socializing agents for the individual, teaching the rules and regulations of 
the institution.
 Neal Shover and Werner Einstadter suggest that juvenile female inmates are 
less violent, less committed to an inmate code, and more likely to create pseudo 
families than juvenile male inmates.69 They believe these differences may be ac-
counted for by “differences in the preconfi nement experiences of boys and girls, 
and traditional sex-role differences.” In addition, they point out that institu-
tionalized girls may be much more affected than boys by the loss of supportive 
relationships.

Treatment, Education, Vocational Training, 
and Recreation

Nearly all juvenile correctional facilities are organized around the following ma-
jor programming areas: treatment and counseling, education, vocational train-
ing, and recreation. As noted earlier, some institutions emphasize treatment; 
others focus greater attention on security issues. Although the emphasis may 
differ, both attend to a greater or lesser degree to each of the programming 
areas.

Treatment and Counseling The juvenile court was founded on the belief 
that juvenile delinquency was only a refl ection or symptom of a deeper or more 
serious individual disorder, and that by taking an individualized, nonpunitive, 
treatment approach built on the medical model, which views delinquency as 
a disease, juvenile delinquents could be “cured” of their problems. Recent sur-
veys of mental health disorders among institutionalized delinquents report a sig-
nifi cant portion of institutionalized youths meet current psychiatric defi nitions 
of disorders. For example, Steven Pliszka and his colleagues found between 
15 and 40 percent of detained youths had affective disorders, such as bipolar 
disorder and depression,70 and a recent multistate study reported over 70 per-
cent of youths in the juvenile justice system met criteria for at least one mental 
health disorder, such as disruptive disorders, substance use disorders, and anxi-
ety and mood disorders.71 This latter fi nding should not be surprising inasmuch 
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as all the youths in the study were already defi ned by the court as having been 
involved in delinquent behavior. 
 The fi elds of psychology and psychiatry dominated the treatment of institu-
tionalized juveniles during most of the 20th century and a variety of treatment 
approaches have been utilized. These include behavior modifi cation, based on 
the work of B.F. Skinner and the use of positive and negative reinforcements to 
change behavior; milieu therapy, developed by Bruno Bettelheim, which uses 
all aspects of the institutional context, including peer and staff relationships; 
reality therapy, developed from the work of William Glasser, designed to help 
youths understand the consequences of their actions and to take responsibility 
for those consequences; as well as a wide variety of individual and group coun-
seling techniques.72

 Two very popular group treatment approaches, guided group interaction 
and positive peer culture, attempt to create prosocial group environments in 
which groups control members’ antisocial actions and support conventional be-
haviors. Group, or peer, leaders facilitate, encourage, and reinforce conventional 
values and interactions in a supportive environment. However, much research 
on these two approaches suggests that treatment programs involving groups of 
antisocial youths may not be effective and may even have negative outcomes.73 
According to James Howell, “research has shown that prevention programs 
that create intense group interactions among homogeneous groups of antisocial 
youths can actually increase the forms of behavior they are intended to pre-
vent, particularly if they do not employ leaders who control the expression and 
rewarding of antisocial sentiments.” 74 For example, Thomas Dishion and his 
colleagues report that treatment approaches that gather antisocial youths into 
intensely interacting groups may actually promote friendships and bonds that 
go on to undermine the goals of the treatment and thus promote additional anti-  
social behavior rather.75 

Education Joan McCord and her associates believe that many children sent to 
juvenile reform schools have “signifi cant educational needs . . . and many have 
not attended school recently and many perform below grade level.”76 School 
has generally not been a very positive experience for them (see Chapter 11). 
Most incarcerated youths are at least 2 years behind their peers in basic aca-
demic skills and have had higher rates of absenteeism, suspension, or expulsion 
from school.77 About 33 percent of institutionalized youths read at or below the 
4th-grade level, and only 20 percent read at or above the 9th-grade level.78 Only 
about 10 percent of youths in public schools nationally are identifi ed as academ-
ically disabled and in need of special education; however, between 30 and 50 
percent of incarcerated youths are identifi ed with learning disabilities.79 Because 
the majority of youths placed in correctional facilities have educational defi cien-
cies, nearly all juvenile facilities maintain some type of remedial and basic edu-
cational programming.
 Institutions have to attend to the academic needs of a broad range of grades, 
provide basic literacy classes, and prepare youths for a traditional high school 
diploma or a General Educational Development (GED) certifi cate. While school 
in a juvenile correctional facility differs from traditional school in many ways, 
one of the most signifi cant differences is tied to the constant arrival and depar-
ture of youths throughout the year. There is no “semester plan,” and in many 
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institutions, youths are grouped according to their academic level rather than 
their age. Teachers then individualize learning plans for each youth based on 
the child’s educational evaluation. Most institutions provide the normal range of 
subjects, including math, science, history, and English.

Vocational Training Vocational training in juvenile correctional facilities re-
fl ects the early reference to such institutions as “industrial schools” or “train-
ing schools.” Most youths sent to institutions by juvenile courts have not yet 
developed job skills, even though many have already dropped out of school and 
are looking for work. It is not uncommon for vocational programs to refl ect 
sex stereotyping, and thus programs at boys’ facilities typically include auto re-
pair, woodworking, drafting, small-engine repair, computer programming and 
repair, printing, and metalworking, while programs in girls’ facilities are more 
likely to include secretarial training, cosmetology, library services, and data en-
try. The relative lack of vocational programs designed to give girls the most cur-
rent in-demand skills has long been a complaint and may refl ect a lower level of 
commitment to female corrections more generally.

Recreation Most juvenile institutions provide a wide range of recreational ac-
tivities, such as basketball, softball, volleyball, billiards, art, music, table games, 
and sometimes swimming. While physical activity itself it seen as useful for 
avoiding problems of boredom and using up excessive adolescent energy, many 
social scientists and penologists view recreation as an important element in the 
institution’s rehabilitative efforts. Recreation can assist with alleviating stress; 
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identify activities that can serve as alternatives to drug and alcohol use; fos-
ter interpersonal skills such as trust, cooperation, and teamwork; enhance self-
esteem; encourage new interests; and develop decision-making and problem-
solving skills.80

Conditions of Confinement

Dale Parent and his colleagues conducted an extensive survey and interview 
study of conditions or problems of confi nement in juvenile institutions.81 The 
most serious defi ciencies observed were in the areas of living space, security, 
control of suicidal behaviors, and health care.

Living Space A substantial proportion of confi ned juveniles have inadequate 
living space because of the pervasive problem of crowding in juvenile facilities. 
In the early 1990s, 47 percent of confi ned juveniles were in facilities whose pop-
ulations exceeded their reported design capacities. For example, Michigan’s W.J. 
Maxey Training School housed 450 youths in the mid-1990s and was experi-
encing a variety of problems, ranging from runaways, assaults, and suicides, to 
physical abuse by staff and even the murder of one youth. By 2002 the youth 
population had been reduced to fewer than 250 and most of the prior problems 
were signifi cantly reduced.82

Security Security practices are intended to prevent escapes and to provide a 
safe environment for both juveniles and staff. In the 30 days prior to the Parent 
survey, juveniles in the facilities studied injured nearly 2,000 juveniles and 650 
staff. Juvenile and staff injury rates were higher in crowded facilities. In addi-
tion, slightly more than 800 juveniles escaped from confi nement and slightly 
more than 800 attempted to escape but failed.

Controlling Suicidal Behavior Incarcerated or detained youths are a high-
risk population for suicide. At least 30 juveniles died while in custody in 2000, 
and seven of those deaths (23 percent) were the result of suicide (see Table 15-3).
Even though the custody death rate is only a little more than half the death rate of 
juveniles ages 13 to 17 in the general population, it remains a signifi cant concern. 
Each year, more than 11,000 youths engage in some form of suicidal behavior 
while confi ned in correctional facilities. Among confi ned male adolescents, sui-
cidal behavior appears to be associated with depression and lack of social con-
nections, while impulsivity and instability are associated with female suicidal 
behavior. Both males and females who are housed in isolation are more likely to 
engage in suicidal acts than youths housed in the general population, and past 
suicide attempts are signifi cantly predictive of future suicide attempts.83 To date, 
the only signifi cantly effective measures for reducing suicidal behavior among 
confi ned juveniles are to conduct suicide screenings during admission and to im-
prove the training of staff in suicide prevention.84 Training of staff is critical be-
cause many juvenile correctional workers have inadequate knowledge of suicide 
risk factors.85

Health Care Although confi ned juveniles were provided with satisfactory 
basic health care, Parent and his associates reported that health screenings at 
admission and subsequent health appraisals were often not completed in a timely 
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fashion.86 Speedy completion of health screenings are critical for ensuring that 
juveniles who are injured, who have acute health problems, or who are under 
the infl uence of alcohol or illicit drugs when admitted receive immediate medi-
cal treatment.

Sexually Transmitted Diseases One factor that Parent and his colleagues 
did not consider was the issue of HIV/AIDS and other sexually transmitted dis-
eases in juvenile facilities. However, in 1994 the National Institute of Justice 
and the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention conducted a survey of ju-
venile justice systems.87 Forty-one (41) state systems, 32 city or county deten-
tion centers, and 27 state training schools responded to the survey. A total of 
60 confi ned juveniles were reported to have AIDS (50 boys and 10 girls). Only 
two state systems reported mandatory screening of incoming juveniles. No city 
or county juvenile detention centers reported screening all incoming juveniles, 
although with the short stay and high turnover rate, it is not surprising. Of the 
two systems that reported screening all incoming juveniles, only one housed ju-
veniles testing positive for HIV apart from other juveniles. Two other systems 
segregated juveniles with AIDS but did not report mass screening policies. None 
of the responding jurisdictions reported screening releasees.
 Juveniles in custody are at a high risk for sexually transmitted diseases, par-
ticularly HIV and AIDS. A recent study by Linda Teplin and her associates re-
ports that more than 90 percent of incarcerated males and over 86 percent of 
incarcerated females were sexually active, with 35 percent of males and 41 per-
cent of females reporting having had unprotected vaginal sex during the month 
prior to the survey. In addition, among males, 12 percent reported having had 
anal sex, 68 percent had sex when drunk or high, and 43 percent had been tat-
tooed. Among females in confi nement, 7 percent reported having had anal sex, 
52 percent had sex when drunk or high, and 45 percent had been tattooed.88 In 
addition, youths with serious mental disorders and who were substance abus-
ers were at substantially increased likelihood of engaging in HIV/AIDS risk 
behaviors.89 

table 15-3 Causes of Death in Juvenile Correctional Facilit ies, 2000

 INSIDE THE FACILITY OUTSIDE THE FACILITY

CAUSE OF DEATH TOTAL ALL PUBLIC  PRIVATE ALL PUBLIC PRIVATE

Total 30 13 9 4  17 5 12

Accident*  9  2 0 2   7 2  5

Illness/natural  8  5 4  1  3 2  1

Suicide  7  6 5 1   1 0  1

Homicide by  4  0 0 0  4 1  3

non-resident       

Other  2  0 0 0  2 0  2

*Accidents were also the leading cause of death for youths age 13 to 17 in the general population, followed by 

homicide and suicide. 

Source: Melissa Sickmund, Juvenile Residential Facility Census, 2000: Selected Findings (Washington, DC: Offi ce 

of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, 2002), p. 4.
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 Other sexually transmitted diseases are more common among incarcerated 
youths, especially among institutionalized girls. Recent studies have found that 
about 2 percent of incarcerated juveniles tested positive for Hepatitis C virus 
(HCV), just less than 5 percent have tested positive for pelvic infl ammatory 
disease (PID), between 16 and 27 percent of incarcerated females tested posi-
tive for chlamydia trachomatis, and between 6 and 17 percent for gonococcal 
infections.90 

JUVENILES IN ADULT PRISONS

Some juvenile offenders are considered either to not be amenable to treatment 
in the juvenile justice system or to be repeat, serious, and dangerous offenders 
in need of long-term incapacitation. These offenders are often waived or trans-
ferred to criminal court to be prosecuted as adults. If convicted, they face incar-
ceration in an adult prison.
 Between 1985 and 1997 the number of juveniles in adult prisons increased 
each year, eventually reaching a peak of about 5,500. But since 1997, fewer ju-
veniles were incarcerated in adult facilities (see Figure 15-1). Today, only about 
2,300 persons under age 18 are in custody in adult prisons, with another 6,700 
housed temporarily in adult jails. Juveniles account for slightly less than 0.2 per-
cent of all inmates in state prisons. 
 Nearly 4,100 juveniles were admitted to adult prisons in 2002. Compared 
with young adult inmates ages 18 to 24, juvenile admissions involved youths 
with a greater proportion of violent offenses (primarily robbery and assault) 
and a smaller proportion of drug offenses. Nearly all (96 percent) of juvenile 
admissions were male, and most (79 percent) were age 17. African Americans 

Juveniles convicted 
of serious crimes and 

sentenced to adult 
prisons experience 

more severe 
deprivations than 
youths in juvenile 
institutions. They 

are also more likely 
to be exploited or 
victimized while 

incarcerated. Should 
juvenile offenders 

always be separated 
from adult inmates?

M4313.indb   514M4313.indb   514 8/23/07   4:11:28 PM8/23/07   4:11:28 PM



c h a p t e r  15 Juvenile Corrections 515

accounted for 59 percent of new admissions; whites, 28 percent: and Hispan-
ics, 11 percent. Youths of other race/ethnicity accounted for 2 percent of new 
admissions.91

 One of the most serious dilemmas of incarcerating juvenile offenders in 
adult prisons is the issue of separating or integrating juvenile and adult inmates. 
Because juveniles are more vulnerable than older inmates and more likely to be 
victimized, should they be housed in separate facilities, segregated in special 
units within institutions, or placed in the general adult inmate population? States 
have responded very differently to this question. Most states allow juvenile in-
mates to be housed in state correctional facilities with other adult offenders as 
part of the general population. Only 13 percent of states with juvenile inmates 
maintain separate facilities or units for youthful offenders.92 Six states (Arizona, 
Hawaii, Kentucky, Montana, Tennessee, and West Virginia) require all inmates 
under age 18 to be housed separately from adults. In North Dakota and Cali-
fornia, no person under age 16 can be held in an adult prison. Graduated in-
carceration is employed in 12 states. In this system, inmates under age 18 begin 
their sentences in a juvenile facility until they reach a certain age (typically 18).
The offender can then be transferred to an adult facility to serve the remainder 
of the sentence or, if the state chooses, released. Eight states use segregated in-
carceration in assigning certain underage offenders to specifi c facilities based 
on age and programming needs. For example, in Florida, juveniles convicted in 
criminal court can be sentenced to the youthful offender program that separates 
ages 14 to 18 from ages 19 to 24.93

 Juveniles incarcerated in the general prison population in adult prisons are 
subject to a greater variety of risks and are more vulnerable to violent victimization

figure 15-1 One-Day Count of Juveniles in State Prisons
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Source: Howard Snyder and Melissa Sickmund, Juvenile Offenders and Victims: 2006 National Report (Washing-

ton, DC: National Center for Juvenile Justice, 2006), p. 238.
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than youths incarcerated in juvenile institutions. Among the greater risks for 
juveniles are an increased likelihood of suicide, risk of being sexually assaulted, 
and risk of being beaten by staff.94 A 17-year-old boy incarcerated in the juve-
nile cellblock of an adult jail in Ohio was murdered by six adult prisoners. In 
Florida, a 17-year-old boy was strangled to death by his 20-year-old cellmate.95 
Martin Forst and his colleagues found that, whereas about half of the juvenile 
offenders assigned to a juvenile institution or adult prison reported being vic-
tims of property crime, juveniles in prison were more likely to be victims of vio-
lent crime than those in a juvenile institution: Only 37 percent of those assigned 
to juvenile facilities were victims of violence, compared with 46 percent of the 
juveniles in prison. In addition, they found that sexual assault of youths was fi ve 
times more common in prison than in juvenile facilities and that youths were 
50 percent more likely to be victims of attacks by other inmates involving weap-
ons than were their counterparts in juvenile facilities.96 

PAROLE

Parole, also referred to as aftercare, is the release and subsequent community 
supervision of an individual from an institution before the scheduled period of 
commitment has ended. Juvenile parole has its origins in the early house-of-
refuge practice of requiring child inmates to work several years in private homes 
after their term of incarceration. It was the responsibility of the receiving fam-
ily to feed and clothe the child, as well as to decide when he or she had earned 
complete freedom.97

 Today, the decision to grant parole and the determination of conditions of 
parole are generally made at the discretion of state offi cials, often by a parole 
board or the staff of the institution where the juvenile is confi ned. However, 
entrusting the important decision of whether to grant parole to the discretion 
of institutional staff raises some serious concerns. When coupled with the tra-
ditional provision for indeterminate sentencing, allowing such discretion gives 
institutional offi cials great power over a juvenile’s life for a long period of time. 
Juvenile codes that do not deal with parole typically require judicial review of 
any modifi cations of disposition. This approach seems better designed to protect 
juveniles’ rights because the review gives them the opportunity to be heard in 
matters of vital concern to them.
 Nearly 100,000 juveniles are paroled back into the community each year. 
These youths coming out of institutional placements often come from dysfunc-
tional families or single-parent homes in which other relatives have been incar-
cerated. More than half have at least one family member who served time in 
jail or prison and nearly 20 percent had two or more such family members.98 In 
addition, these youths tend to be seriously lagging behind educationally when 
compared with others in their age bracket (nearly 60 percent have not completed 
8th grade, compared with only 24 percent in the general population). More than 
half report drinking alcohol on a regular basis prior to their commitment, and 
more than 60 percent report using drugs, excluding alcohol, on a regular basis. 
The majority of paroled youths are nonviolent offenders but have spent a large 
proportion of their adolescence in some form of institutional placement.99
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 Parole is similar to probation in that it is conditional and requires a youth 
to submit to supervision by a parole offi cer. Conditions of supervision are very 
similar to probation conditions—parolees are required to, among other things, 
obey all laws, observe curfews, attend school or maintain employment, report 
to their probation offi cers regularly, and often submit to random drug or alco-
hol tests. Parole revocation may result when a youth violates the law or one of 
the discretionary conditions of supervision. If revoked, the youth is returned to 
a correctional facility deemed appropriate. And while parole supervision and 
programming for aftercare treatment of juvenile offenders is one of the most im-
portant elements in juvenile corrections, it is also given relatively little attention 
by policy makers.100 
 Because a signifi cant, although small, portion of youths released from cor-
rectional facilities are serious violent offenders, intensive aftercare programs 
(IAPs) have been developed to provide communities with greater protection 
through intensive supervision of these youths. Intensive aftercare program offi -
cers have very restricted caseloads and are required to have multiple face-to-face 
meetings with their parolees each week. Some IAPs, such as the Philadelphia 
program begun in 1988, restrict caseloads to only 12 youths, expect IAP offi cers 
to assume supervision of the youths immediately following disposition as the 
youths enter institutional placement, have monthly visits with the juvenile and 
his or her family in preparation for release, and have at least three face-to-face 
meetings per week with the youth during the fi rst six weeks after release and 
then two meetings per week for the next six weeks. In addition, IAP offi cers are 
expected to establish and maintain contact with the juvenile’s parents or guard-
ians, school authorities, and/or employer at least once every other week.101 
 The recidivism rates of juvenile offenders released from out-of-home place-
ment is very high. Over 90 percent of those released from California Youth 
Authority institutions were rearrested or had their parole revoked within three 
years.102 Nearly 45 percent of youths released from secure facilities in Delaware 
had been rearrested for felonies within one year.103 Finally, 60 percent of youths 
incarcerated for murder or attempted murder in Florida returned to prison, with 
the majority of those doing so within three years.104 
 A number of communities have developed aftercare wraparound programs to 
help reduce recidivism by juveniles. Wraparound programs are designed to build 
constructive relationships and support networks between delinquent youths and 
their families, teachers, and other caregivers and agencies in the community.105 

The main purpose of a wraparound program is to integrate service delivery for 
juveniles requiring services from multiple service providers through team-driven 
treatment planning that includes youths, caregivers, agencies, and community ser-
vices. These programs often involve a coordination of services including clinical 
therapy, substance use treatment, special education, medication, caregiver sup-
port, medical health care, transportation, mentorship, and public assistance.106 
 Evaluations of wraparound programs are limited; however, a few have been 
conducted and generally report positive effects, including reduced recidivism, 
lower likelihood of recidivism or to recidivate with a felony, being less assaul-
tive, serving less time in detention, and less likely to runaway from home or to 
be suspended from school.107 An example of a successful wraparound program is 
Wraparound Milwaukee, begun in 1995 and currently serving more than 400 ad-
judicated delinquent youths. Wraparound Milwaukee is discussed in Box 15-3. 
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THE JUVENILE DEATH PENALTY

Although few juveniles have ever been executed in the United States, at least 366 
were legally executed between 1642 and 2007. The fi rst recorded execution of 
a juvenile took place in Plymouth Colony: Thomas Graunger, age 16, was ex-
ecuted for the crime of bestiality. James Arcene, only 10 years old when he com-
mitted his crime, was the youngest juvenile to be executed. Arcene, a Cherokee, 
was 22 when he was fi nally hanged at Fort Smith, Arkansas, for his participa-

W
raparound Milwaukee integrates or 
coordinates care services from eight 
lead agencies and a network of agen-

cies representing mental health, child welfare, 
juvenile justice, and education services in the 
Milwaukee area. The major components of 
Wraparound Milwaukee include care coordina-
tors, who assess the situation, put together 
a plan, and then coordinate needed services; 
child and family teams, composed of family 
members, other relatives, church members, 
and juvenile justice workers to form the core 
of the support system; mobile crisis teams, 
available to provide 24-hour crisis interven-
tion; and a provider network of more than 170 
service providing agencies.

The use of residential treatment has de-
creased by more than 60 percent since the 
start up of Wraparound Milwaukee program, in-
patient psychiatric hospitalization has dropped 
by 80 percent, and average overall cost of
care per child has dropped from more than 
$5,000 per month to less than $3,300 per 
month. Moreover, one-year recidivism rates 
have been cut in half.

Services in the Wraparound Milwaukee pro-
gram include:

• Care coordination

• In-home therapy

• Medication management

• Outpatient–individual family therapy

• Alcohol and substance abuse counseling

• Psychiatric assessment

• Psychological evaluation

• Housing assistance

• Mental health assessment/evaluation

• Mentoring

• Parent aide

• Group home care

• Respite care

• Child care for parent

• Tutoring

• Specialized camps

• Emergency food pantry

• Residential treatment

• Foster care

• Day treatment or alternative school

• Nursing assessment and management

• Job development and placement

• Kinship care

• Transportation services

• Supervision and observation in home

• After-school programs

• Recreation and child-oriented activities

• Discretionary funds or flexible funds

• Housekeeping and chore services

• Independent living support

• Psychiatric inpatient hospital

• Crisis home care

• Treatment foster care

Source: Bruce Kamradt, “Wraparound Milwaukee: Aiding Youth 

with Mental Health Needs,” Juvenile Justice Journal 7:14–23

(2000).

Wraparound Milwaukee
D E L I N Q U E N C Y  P R E V E N T I O Nb o x  1 5 - 3
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tion in a murder. The last juvenile executed was Scott Hain, in Oklahoma, on 
April 3, 2003.
 Since the 1890s, juveniles accounted for less than 2 percent of all persons 
executed. From the 1890s to 1930, fewer than 30 juveniles were executed in any 
given decade. However, in the decades of the 1930s and 1940s, there was an 
unusual increase in juvenile executions, with 40 and 50 such executions in the 
respective decades. Between 1965 and 1984, no juveniles were executed. With 
the execution of Charles Rumbaugh in Texas on September 11, 1985, juveniles 
once again faced execution.
 Between 1985 and April 2003, 22 persons were executed who had been 
juveniles at the time they committed their crimes. Of these, 19 were executed 
in southern states, with 13 (68 percent) in Texas. All 22 were males, 10 were 
white, 11 were African American, and one was Hispanic. All but one were age 
17 at the time of their crimes. On February 4, 1999, Sean Sellers was executed 
in Oklahoma for three murders he had committed when he was 16 years old. In 
1985 Sellers killed Oklahoma City convenience store clerk Robert Bower, and 
then 6 months later, in 1986, he shot his mother and stepfather, Vonda and Paul 
Bellofatto. Prior to Sellers’s execution, the last person to be executed for a crime 
committed at age 16 was Leonard Shockley, who was put to death in Maryland 
in 1959.108 

Debate over the Juvenile Death Penalty

That the United States continued to sentence juveniles to death into the 21st 
century appears to be an anomaly within the context of the nation’s tradi-
tional juvenile justice philosophy. In 1982 the Supreme Court heard the case of 
Eddings v. Oklahoma.109 Monty Lee Eddings, a 16-year-old male, killed a high-
way patrol offi cer and was sentenced to death. Upon appeal, the Court over-
turned the lower court’s sentence. However, the Court avoided dealing directly 
with the issue of whether it was constitutional to execute juveniles. Instead, it 
argued that the lower court had not taken into consideration all required miti-
gating circumstances. In the Eddings case, the sentencing judge had refused to 
review evidence of the boy’s background, including beatings administered by 
his father and the child’s severe emotional disturbance. In a 5-to-4 decision, the 
Court remanded the case, indicating that the Eighth Amendment requires con-
sideration of a defendant’s background and record in addition to the immediate 
circumstances of the offense. And even though the Court noted that youthful-
ness of the offender was one of the mitigating circumstances that must be con-
sidered in a capital case, it refused to rule that application of the death penalty 
for juveniles violates the Eighth Amendment. Eddings was resentenced to death 
but that sentence was then modifi ed to life imprisonment.110 
 In 1988 the Supreme Court held in Thompson v. Oklahoma that the execu-
tion of a person who was under age 16 at the time of the commission of his or 
her crime was unconstitutional.111 William Wayne Thompson was 15 years old 
when he premeditatedly murdered his former brother-in-law by beating him, 
shooting him twice, cutting his throat, and stabbing him in the chest and abdo-
men. Although only 15, Thompson was transferred to adult court for prosecu-
tion, where he was convicted and sentenced to death. 
 In the Thompson decision (see Box 15-4), the Court held what is a funda-
mental principle of our society that no one who is as little as one day short of 
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his or her 16th birthday can have suffi cient maturity and moral responsibility to 
be subjected to capital punishment for any crime.112 Part of the reasoning by the 
Court in setting age 16 as the minimum was that it is generally recognized as 
the age separating childhood from adulthood. In most states, this is the age at 
which minors are legally allowed to take on some adult responsibilities, such as 
driving a car.113

 The Supreme Court rejected appeals in a combination of two cases in 1989 
(Stanford v. Kentucky and Wilkins v. Missouri) that could have prohibited ex-
ecution of anyone younger than 18 at the time of commission of the crime (see 
Box 15-5).114 Justice Antonin Scalia, writing the majority opinion in the com-
bined cases, noted that even though Congress established 18 as the minimum 
age for the death penalty in drug-related murders, “this does not establish the 
degree of national consensus that this Court has previously thought suffi cient to 
label a particular punishment cruel and unusual.” 115 
 In 2002 Kevin Stanford appealed his death sentence once more to the U.S. 
Supreme Court.116 The Court, in a 5-to-4 decision, declined to hear the case. 
Stanford’s appeal this time argued that the Supreme Court had just prohibited 
the death penalty for mentally retarded offenders in Atkins v. Virginia and that 
the reasoning was analogous to juvenile offenders.117 In Atkins the Court had 
held that

Those mentally retarded persons who meet the law’s requirements for criminal 
responsibility should be tried and punished when they commit crimes. Because 
of their disabilities in areas of reasoning, judgment, and control of their im-
pulses, however, they do not act with the level of moral culpability that charac-
terizes the most serious adult criminal conduct.118 

W
illiam Wayne Thompson, a 15-year-old 
boy, together with three older persons, 
brutally murdered Thompson’s for-

mer brother-in-law. However, Thompson was 
a “child” according to Oklahoma law. At the 
waiver hearing, the trial court concluded “that 
there are virtually no reasonable prospects 
for rehabilitation of William Wayne Thompson 
within the juvenile system.” He was certifi ed 
to stand trial as an adult, convicted, and sen-
tenced to death.

A divided U.S. Supreme Court vacated the 
sentence, holding that no child under age 16 
should be eligible for the death sentence. The 
Court argued that “the reasons why juveniles 
are not trusted with the privileges and respon-
sibilities of an adult also explain why their 

irresponsible conduct is not as morally rep-
rehensible as that of an adult,” and that a 
“normal 15-year-old is not prepared to as-
sume the full responsibilities of an adult.” 
Moreover, the Court believed that “it would of-
fend civilized standards of decency to execute 
a person who was less than 16 years old at 
the time of his or her offense,” noting that 
the only executions of a person under age 16 
in the United States in the 20th century oc-
curred prior to 1949, that only a minority of 
the states provide for capital punishment in 
cases involving persons under age 16, and 
that the death penalty for juveniles has been 
abolished in nearly all other countries.

Source: Thompson v. Oklahoma, 487 U.S. 815 (1988).

Thompson v. Oklahoma
F R O M  T H E  B E N C Hb o x  1 5 - 4
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 Justice Stevens, in his dissent in the new Stanford case, recalled the dis-
senting opinion in the fi rst Stanford case and argued that the reasons for not 
executing juvenile and mentally retarded offenders were essentially the same. In 
addition, he argued that the trend regarding the age for taking on legal responsi-
bilities has moved toward requiring individuals to be older, rather than younger, 
noting that all states now require one to be at least 18 in order to marry without 
parental consent, and that the Court should “put an end to this shameful prac-
tice.”119 Although the Supreme Court declined further review of the Stanford 
case, the Kentucky governor granted clemency to Kevin Stanford, and now he is 
serving a sentence of life in prison without the possibility of parole.
 Two states, Kansas and New York, reenacted their capital punishment laws 
in the mid-1990s and set age 18 as the minimum age for execution. Between 
1999 and 2004, four states abolished their juvenile death penalty laws: Mon-
tana in 1999, Indiana in 2002, and South Dakota, and Wyoming in 2004. 
 State legislatures were clearly shifting away from the juvenile death pen-
alty, although public support for applying the death penalty to juvenile offend-
ers continued to be relatively high. Most surveys found very strong support for 
execution of “normal” adult offenders convicted of murder (around 68 percent) 
unless an alternative of life in prison without possibility of parole is provided, in 
which case support drops substantially. Surveys found lower support for execu-
tion of juvenile murderers, generally between 20 and 40 percent, but that also 
dropped when the prison-without-parole option was given.120 

K
evin Stanford was 17 years and 4 
months old at the time he raped and 
sodomized and then shot and killed 

20-year-old Barbel Poore during an armed 
robbery. Heath Wilkins was 16 years and 6 
months old when he stabbed to death Nancy 
Allen, a 26-year-old mother of two who was a 
sales clerk at a convenience store. Stanford 
was transferred to criminal court for trial and 
were convicted and sentenced to death. Both 
cases were appealed to the U.S. Supreme 
Court.

In a 5-to-4 opinion, the Court stated that 
the thrust of the petitioner’s arguments is that 
the imposition of the death penalty on those 
who were juveniles when they committed their 
crimes falls under the Eighth Amendment’s 
prohibition against “cruel and unusual punish-
ments” and that the punishment is contrary 

to the “evolving standards of decency that 
mark the progress of a maturing society.” 
However, the Court noted that the majority of 
the states that permit capital punishment au-
thorize it for crimes committed at age 16 or 
above, and that between 1982 and 1988 a 
total of 15 death sentences were imposed on 
persons age 16 or under and 30 on individu-
als who were age 17 at the time of the crime. 
The Court concluded:

We discern neither a historical nor a modern 
societal consensus forbidding the imposition of 
capital punishment on any person who murders at 
16 or 17 years of age. Accordingly, we conclude 
that such punishment does not offend the Eighth 
Amendment’s prohibition against cruel and un-
usual punishment.

Source: Stanford v. Kentucky, 492 U.S. 361 (1989).

Stanford v. Kentucky
F R O M  T H E  B E N C Hb o x  1 5 - 5

If a youth is considered 

criminally culpable and 

suffi ciently morally 

responsible to be tried 

as an adult and face 

life in prison without 

possibility of parole, then 

why should the youth not 

be eligible for the death 

penalty?

t h i n ka b o u t  i t
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End of the Juvenile Death Penalty

Christopher Simmons was 17 years old when he told two friends (ages 15 and 16)
that he wanted to kill someone. On several occasions, he discussed with his 
friends his plan to burglarize a house and to murder the victim by tying the victim 
up and pushing him from a bridge. Simmons said they could “get away with it”
because they were minors. Following his plan, Simmons and a 15-year-old ac-
complice broke into Shirley Crook’s home in the middle of the night, forced her 
from her bed and used duct tape to cover her eyes and mouth and to bind her 
hands. They then drove her to a state park, reinforced her bindings, and covered 
her head with a towel. They tied her hands and feet together with electrical wire, 
wrapped her whole face with duct tape and threw her from the bridge, drown-
ing her in the waters below. The medical examiner reported that Crook died as 
a result of drowning and noted that she still was alive before being pushed from 
the bridge. On the same afternoon fi shermen recovered the victim’s body, Sim-
mons was bragging about the killing, telling friends he had killed a woman “be-
cause the bitch seen my face.” 121 Simmons was arrested the next day, waived his 

The U.S. Supreme 
Court ruled in 

a case involving 
17-year-old murderer 

Christopher 
Simmons that the 

execution of a 
person who was 

age 16 or 17 at the 
time of their crime 

constituted cruel and 
unusual punishment 
and was, therefore, 

unconstitutional.
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C
hristopher Simmons murdered Shirley 
Crook in a brutal manner and bragged 
about it to friends. He confessed and 

was sentenced to death; his case was even-
tually appealed to the U.S. Supreme Court. 
Why, after only 15 years since the Court had 
ruled in Stanford that the execution of 16- 
and 17-year-olds was constitutional, did the 
Court reverse itself and hold that such execu-
tions were a violation of the Eighth Amend-
ment’s prohibition against cruel and unusual 
punishment?

The majority opinion in this divided 5-to-4 
decision argued that 16- and 17-year-old mur-
derers must be categorically exempted from 
capital punishment because they “cannot 
with reliability be classifi ed among the worst 
offenders.” This conclusion was premised on 
three perceived differences between adults 
and juveniles. First, juveniles lack maturity 
and responsibility and are more reckless than 
adults. Second, juveniles are more vulnerable 
to outside infl uences because they have less 
control over their surroundings. And third, 
a juvenile’s character is not as fully formed 
as that of an adult. According to the Court, 
“these differences render suspect any con-
clusion that a juvenile falls among the worst 
offenders” and that “from a moral standpoint 
it would be misguided to equate the failings 
of a minor with those of an adult.” The Court 
also expressed its belief that juvenile murder-
ers could be reformed: “Only a relatively small 
proportion of adolescents who experiment in 
risky or illegal activities develop entrenched 
patterns of problem behavior that persist into 
adulthood.” Finally, the Court argued that 
the evolving standards of decency and a per-
ceived reduction in support for the juvenile 
death penalty, combined with “the overwhelm-
ing weight of international opinion against the 

juvenile death penalty,” led the Court to draw 
its own conclusions that the executions of 
juvenile offenders could no longer be consid-
ered constitutional. 

Justice O’Connor and Justice Scalia (joined 
by Chief Justice Rehnquist and Justice Thomas) 
wrote separate, critical dissenting opinions. 
O’Connor argued the majority had provided 
“no evidence impeaching the seemingly rea-
sonable conclusion reached by many state 
legislatures: that at least some 17-year-old 
murderers are suffi ciently mature to deserve 
the death penalty in an appropriate case” and 
the majority’s analysis “is premised on differ-
ences in the aggregate between juveniles and 
adults, which frequently do not hold true when 
comparing individuals.” Scalia argued that no 
evidence of a national consensus opposing 
the juvenile death penalty was presented and 
that, indeed, “a number of legislatures and 
voters have expressly affi rmed their support 
for capital punishment of 16- and 17-year-old 
offenders since Stanford.” With regard to the 
role of international opinion in forming the 
Court’s decision, Scalia wrote that “the basic 
premise of the Court’s argument—that Ameri-
can law should conform to the laws of the 
rest of the world—ought to be rejected out of 
hand.” Finally, both O’Connor and Scalia were 
critical in the Court’s failing to “reprove, or 
even acknowledge, the Supreme Court of Mis-
souri’s unabashed refusal to follow our control-
ling decision in Stanford.” O’Connor said it was 
“clear error,” while Scalia wrote that “allowing 
lower courts to reinterpret the Eighth Amend-
ment whenever they decide enough time has 
passed for a new snapshot leaves this Court’s 
decisions without any force.”

Source: Roper v. Simmons, 543 U.S. 551 (2005).

Roper v. Simmons
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constitutional rights to counsel, and confessed to the murder. At trial, Simmons 
was convicted and sentenced to death.
 On May 3, 2002, Simmons fi led a petition for writ of habeas corpus with 
the Supreme Court of Missouri. In 2003 that court held that contemporary 
standards of decency reject the death penalty for juveniles, that “a national con-
sensus has developed against the execution of juvenile offenders,” and that the 
U.S. Supreme Court’s ruling in Atkins establishes a basis for fi nding the juvenile 
death penalty unconstitutional.122 Simmons’s death sentence was set aside, and 
he was resentenced to life in prison without the possibility of parole. The state 
of Missouri appealed the decision to the U.S. Supreme Court, arguing that Stan-
ford v. Kentucky was the current law of the land and that it permits the execu-
tion of persons who were age 17 at the time of the crime and that a state court 
may not overrule a U.S. Supreme Court’s ruling. On March 1, 2005, the Court 
handed down its 5-to-4 decision in Roper v. Simmons, holding that “the death 
penalty is disproportionate punishment for offenders under 18” and is therefore 
a violation of the Eighth Amendment’s prohibition against cruel and unusual 
punishment.123Although the Court was divided with strongly worded dissents 
(see Box 15-6), the juvenile death penalty in America had come to an end.
 Since 2000, only fi ve countries in the world are known to have executed of-
fenders who were under age 18 at the time of their crimes: China, Democratic 
Republic of Congo (DRC), Iran, Pakistan, and the United States. Although Paki-
stan and China have abolished the juvenile death penalty, nationwide compli-
ance with their laws has been less than uniform, leading to the extralegal execu-
tion of some juveniles.124 

Source: Jeff Parker “Minors must be this tall to be lethally injected.” © 2005 Florida Today.
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The need to preserve an orderly society has been a pervasive concern throughout 
our nation’s history. From the beginning, correctional institutions for juveniles 
were quickly fi lled to overcrowding; staffs were largely untrained, poorly paid, 
and not up to the task of caring for sizable numbers of children. The institutions 
themselves were often inadequately built and fi nanced. The incontrovertible evi-
dence of institutional shortcomings and neglect and actual physical abuse of 
institutionalized children stands in stark contrast to the goodwill, enthusiasm, 
and energy of the reformers who conceived the new programs.

From both historical and contemporary perspectives, we have not obtained 
the knowledge we need to design, or even agree on, effective methods of reform-
ing individuals. In addition, there has been an abysmal lack of experience and 
information regarding construction of institutions that would adequately house 
large populations. One prime factor in the perpetuation of existing programs 
has been the fear of alternatives. If diffi cult children were not institutionalized 
or placed under the wing of the juvenile court, where would they go? Many fear 
that such youths would be free to disrupt and damage the lives and homes of 
law-abiding citizens. In addition to developing a commitment to the ideals and 
dynamics of reform, we must rigorously strive to understand the realities and 
complexities of the challenges that face us.

Boot camps Short-term confi nement facilities where youths are exposed to a 

militaristic environment in which the emphasis is on physical conditioning, work, and 

education.

Decarceration The policy, since the early 1970s, of removing status offenders from “se-

cure” institutions.

Eddings v. Oklahoma Courts must consider all mitigating circumstances before imposing 

the death penalty.

Electronic monitoring An active or passive computer-based tracking system in which elec-

tronic signals are used to verify that the youth is where he or she is supposed to be.

Fine A cash payment determined by the court and paid by the youth.

Home confi nement The intensive supervision and monitoring of an offending youth within 

his or her home environment.

Intensive aftercare programs (IAPs) Programs that provide communities with greater 

protection through intensive supervision of paroled youths who had been convicted of 

violent offenses. 

Parole The release of an offender from a correctional institution before the scheduled pe-

riod of confi nement has ended. It typically involves supervision by a parole offi cer.

Parole revocation If a youth violates the law or one of the discretionary conditions of pa-

role, parole may be revoked and the youth returned to a correctional facility.

Probation The conditional freedom granted by the court to an alleged or adjudicated of-

fender, who must adhere to certain conditions and is generally supervised by a proba-

tion offi cer.

Pseudo families Relationships established in correctional institutions for girls that are in-

tended to substitute for those found on the outside.
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Restitution A court-ordered action in which an offender pays money or provides services 

to victims of the offense or to the community.

Roper v. Simmons The death penalty for persons under the age of 18 is a violation of the 

Eighth Amendment’s prohibition against cruel and unusual punishment.

Stanford v. Kentucky The execution of a person who was age 16 or 17 at the time of his or 

her offense is not unconstitutional.

Thompson v. Oklahoma The execution of a person under age 16 at the time of his or her 

crime is unconstitutional.

Wraparound programs Programs designed to build constructive relationships and support 

networks between delinquent youths and their families, teachers, and other caregivers 

and agencies in the community.
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FIRST AMENDMENT
Congress shall make no law respecting an establishment of reli-
gion, or prohibiting the free exercise thereof; or abridging the free-
dom of speech, or of the press; or the right of the people peace-
ably to assemble, and to petition the Government for a redress of 
grievances.

SECOND AMENDMENT
A well-regulated militia, being necessary to the security of a free 
State, the right of the people to keep and bear arms, shall not be 
infringed.

THIRD AMENDMENT
No soldier shall, in time of peace, be quartered in any house, with-
out the consent of the owner, nor in time of war, but in a manner to 
be prescribed by law.

FOURTH AMENDMENT
The right of the people to be secure in their persons, houses, pa-
pers, and effects, against unreasonable searches and seizures, 
shall not be violated, and no warrants shall issue, but upon prob-
able cause, supported by oath or affirmation, and particularly de-
scribing the place to be searched, and the person or things to be 
seized.

FIFTH AMENDMENT
No person shall be held to answer for a capital, or otherwise infa-
mous crime, unless on a presentment or indictment of a Grand Jury, 
except in cases arising in the land or naval forces, or in the militia, 
when in ac tual service in time of war or public danger; nor shall any 
person be subject for the same offense to be twice put in jeopardy 
of life or limb; nor shall be compelled in any criminal case to be a 
witness against himself, nor be deprived of life, liberty, or property, 
without due process of law; nor shall private property be taken for 
public use, without just compensation.

SIXTH AMENDMENT
In all criminal prosecutions, the accused shall enjoy the right to 
a speedy and public trial, by an impartial jury of the State and 
district wherein the crime shall have been committed, which district 
shall have been previously ascertained by law, and to be informed 
of the nature and cause of the accusation; to be confronted with 
the witnesses against him; to have compulsory process for obtain-
ing witnesses in his favor, and to have the assistance of counsel 
for his defense.

SEVENTH AMENDMENT
In suits at common law, where the value in controversy shall exceed 
twenty dollars, the right of trial by jury shall be preserved, and no 
fact tried by a jury shall be otherwise reexamined in any court of the 
United States, than according to the rules of the common law.

EIGHTH AMENDMENT
Excessive bail shall not be required, nor excessive fines imposed, 
nor cruel and unusual punishments inflicted.

NINTH AMENDMENT
The enumeration in the Constitution, of certain rights, shall not be 
construed to deny or disparage others retained by the people.

TENTH AMENDMENT
The powers not delegated to the United States by the Constitu-
tion, nor prohibited by it to the States, are reserved to the States 
respectively, or to the people.

FOURTEENTH AMENDMENT
Section 1. All persons born or naturalized in the United States, 
and subject to the jurisdiction thereof, are citizens of the United 
States and of the State wherein they reside. No State shall make 
or enforce any law which shall abridge the privileges or immunities 
of citizens of the United States; nor shall any State deprive any 
person of life, liberty, or property, without due process of law; nor 
deny to any person within its jurisdiction the equal protection of 
the laws.

SELECTED AMENDMENTS TO THE U.S. CONSTITUTION
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HOW TO READ A CASE CITATION
Students unfamiliar with legal case citations may fi nd them con-
fusing. Citations are easy to understand, once you know what to 
look for. A case citation provides in shorthand form all the infor-
mation necessary to fi nd a copy of the report. A typical citation 
includes the volume number, the  abbreviated name of the reporter 
or who compiled the record, the page number of the fi rst page of 
the report, and the year the case was decided. For example, 421 
U.S. 519 (1975), the citation for Breed v. Jones, will be found in 
 volume 421 of the United States Reports, beginning on page 519. 
Many of the abbreviated forms and corresponding full names of 
the reporters cited in this index are shown in the following list. For 
additional information on  identifying legal court citations see Mary 
Miles Prince, Dictionary of Legal Citations, 7th edition (Buffalo, 
NY: William S. Hein & Co., 2006). The information presented here 
identifi es some of the more commonly referenced reporters by 
their abbreviations.

Cal. 2d California Reporter Second Series
Cal. App. 3d California Appeals Third Series
CrL. Criminal Law Reporter
F. 2d Federal Reporter, Second series
F. Supp. Federal Supplement
Idaho Idaho Reporter
Ill. Illinois Reporter
L. Ed. 2d  United States Reports, Lawyers Edition
R.I. Rhode Island Reports
S. Ct. Supreme Court Reporter
U.S. United States Reports
U.S.L.W. United States Law Week
Wharton [Early Supreme Court Reporter]

CASEST
Abington School District v. Schempp, 374 U.S. 203 (1963). 

A Pennsylvania law that permitted the reading of 
10 verses from the Bible at the opening of each school 
day is overturned. 

Atkins v. Virginia, 536 U.S. 304 (2002). Execution of a mentally 
retarded offender violates the prohibition against cruel and 
unusual punishment.

Baker v. Owen, 423 U.S. 907 (1975). Teachers can administer 
reasonable corporal punishment for disciplinary 
purposes. 

Bethel School District No. 403 v. Fraser, 478 U.S. 675 (1986). 
A school may prohibit vulgar and offensive language.

Board of Education of Independent School District No. 92 of 
Pottawatomie County et al. v. Earls et al., 536 U.S. 822 
(2002). A school can require students to submit to a urinaly-

sis for illegal drugs prior to participating in any competitive 
extracurricular activity.

Breed v. Jones, 421 U.S. 519 (1975). A criminal prosecution of a 
child after he or she has had a juvenile court hearing on the 
same offense constitutes double jeopardy.

Brewer v. Williams, 430 U.S. 387 (1977). Once a suspect has 
requested an attorney, the police cannot make statements 
designed to elicit responses from him or her without legal 
counsel present.

Buck v. Bell, 274 U.S. 200 (1927). Sterilization laws are 
constitutional. 

Chimel v. California, 395 U.S. 752 (1969). The one-arm’s-length 
rule is established.

Commonwealth v. Fisher, 213 Penn State Reports 54 (1905). The 
state has the right to intervene in the lives of children without 
ensuring that their constitutional rights are protected.

Davis v. Alaska, 415 U.S. 308 (1974). A defendant’s Sixth 
Amendment right to confront witnesses must prevail over 
the state’s interest in protecting juveniles from adverse 
publicity.

Davis v. State, 422 S.E. 546 (Ga. 1992). A youth’s competency 
to consent to a search is based on number of factors, such as 
the youth’s age, mental maturity, totality of the circumstances, 
and ability to knowingly and willingly give consent.

Eddings v. Oklahoma, 455 U.S. 104 (1982). A lower court must 
consider a juvenile’s age as a mitigating circumstance during a 
capital sentencing.

Engel v. Vitale, 370 U.S. 421 (1962). It is unconstitutional for a 
school to require students to recite school prayers. 

Entertainment Software Association v. Foti, 3:06-CV-00431 
(Louisiana) (2006). A preliminary injunction against makers 
of violent games is issued, while investigation into whether the 
games are protected by the First Amendment (free speech) is 
ongoing. 

Epperson v. Arkansas, 393 U.S. 97 (1968). The  Arkansas state 
law prohibiting the teaching of evolution is unconstitutional.

Escobedo v. Illinois, 378 U.S. 478 (1964). A criminal suspect has 
the right to have an attorney present during police questioning 
when the “finger of suspicion” points to the suspect.

Ex parte Crouse, 4 Wharton 9 (1838). A Pennsylvania court ruled 
in support of the doctrine of parens patriae.

Ex parte Sharpe, 15 Idaho 127 (1908). The state court ruling 
that upheld the right of the state to intervene in the lives of 
children without ensuring that their constitutional rights are 
protected.

Fare v. Michael C., 439 U.S. 1310 (1978). There is no need 
for courts to impose special protections for minors during 
interrogation. 

le
g

a
l 

c
a

s
e

 i
n

d
e

x

M4313.indb   528M4313.indb   528 8/23/07   4:11:35 PM8/23/07   4:11:35 PM



Legal Case Index 529

Florida v. Bostick, 498 U.S. 1021 (1991). Police may board 
buses, trains, and planes and ask passengers to consent to 
a search without a warrant or probable cause. 

Garcia v. Miera, 817 F.2d 650, 653 (10th Cir. 1987). The ex-
tent of corporal punishment in public schools must not be 
excessive.

Gary H. v. Hegstrom, 831 F.2d 1430 (9th Cir. 1987). The condi-
tions in an Oregon juvenile reform school violated the constitu-
tional prohibition against cruel and unusual punishment.

Gilbert v. California, 388 U.S. 263 (1967). A juvenile suspected 
of having committed a crime has the right to an attorney at a 
pretrial lineup and his or her parents should be informed of 
the right to counsel. 

Goss v. Lopez, 419 U.S. 565 (1975). Students who face suspen-
sion for less than 10 days must receive a hearing. 

Hall v. Tawney, 621 F.2d 607, 613 (4th Cir. 1980). The court ruled 
that parents have no constitutional right to exempt their chil-
dren from corporal punishment in public schools.

Hazelwood School District v. Kuhlmeier, 484 U.S. 260 (1988). 
The Court decided that school administrators may regulate the 
content of student publications in public schools, but only if it 
served an educational purpose.

Ingraham v. Wright, 430 U.S. 651 (1977). The Court ruled that 
corporal punishment does not violate the cruel and unusual 
punishment clause of the Eighth Amendment. 

In re Carlo, 48 N.J. 224, 225 A.2d 110 (1966). The New Jersey 
Supreme Court stated that the ultimate objective of the juve-
nile justice process is to arrive at the truth of a case in order 
to further the rehabilitation of the juvenile.

In re Farms, 268 A.2d 170 (Pa. Super. Ct. 1970). Hearsay evi-
dence may be admitted in status offense proceedings. 

In re Ferrier, 103 Ill. 367 (1882). The state has the right to inter-
vene in the lives of children without ensuring that their consti-
tutional rights are protected.

In re Gault, 387 U.S. 1 (1967). Juveniles may not be denied 
basic due process rights in juvenile adjudicatory hearings.

In re Holley, 107 R.I. 615 (1970). At a police lineup, juveniles 
have the right to counsel once they are charged with a crime.

In re Kevin Nigel Stanford, 537 U.S. 968 (2002). The Court 
refused to hear Stanford’s second appeal based on claim the 
Court’s prohibition of the death penalty for mentally retarded 
offenders in Atkins v. Virginia was analogous to the sentencing 
of juvenile offenders.

In re Manuel L., 7 Cal.4th 229 (1994). In order to proceed 
with a delinquency petition, the state needs only to show 
“clear proof,” not proof beyond a reasonable doubt, that at 
the time a minor committed a crime he or she knew it was 
wrong.

In re McCloud, 110 R.I. 431 (1972). The issue of possible depri-
vation of liberty is sufficient to force the juvenile court into the 
status of a criminal court.

In re Scott K., 595 P. 2d 105 (1979). Parents may not have au-
thority to give valid consent to a search of an area of a home 
that is accessible only to a child.

In re Winship, 397 U.S. 358 (1970). The standard of evidence in 
delinquency cases must be proof beyond a reasonable doubt, 
whereas only a preponderance of the evidence is required in 
nondelinquency cases. 

In the Interest of G. O., 304 Ill. App. 3d 719 (1999). A juvenile 
charged with first-degree murder and tried in the juvenile court 
may not be denied a jury trial.

Jackson v. State, 300 A.2d. 430 (Md. Ct. Spec. App. 1973). Be-
cause delinquency hearings are not exactly the same as crimi-
nal proceedings, a juvenile’s right to counsel at a lineup prior 
to filing of formal charges is not constitutionally required.

Kent v. United States, 383 U.S. 541 (1966). A formal waiver 
hearing is necessary before a case in juvenile court can be 
transferred to criminal court.

Lee v. Weisman, 505 U.S. 577 (1992). A prayer during a high 
school graduation is unconstitutional. 

Mapp v. Ohio, 367 U.S. 643 (1961). The exclusionary rule ex-
tended to state trials.

McCollum v. Board of Education, 333 U.S. 203 (1948). The prac-
tice of having religious education take place in public school 
classrooms during the school day is disallowed. 

McKeiver v. Pennsylvania, 403 U.S. 528 (1971). Juveniles do not 
have a constitutional right to a jury trial in juvenile court.

Miranda v. Arizona, 384 U.S. 436 (1966). Police must create an 
environment that produces only voluntary confessions.

Montana v. Schwartz, No. 05-370 (2006). The Montana Supreme 
Court held that a youth under age 16 does not have the ca-
pacity or the authority to relinquish his or her parent’s privacy 
rights.

New Jersey v. T.L.O., 469 U.S. 325 (1985). School officials can 
conduct warrantless searches of individuals at school on the 
basis of reasonable suspicion. 

Newdow v. U. S. Congress, 292 F.3d. 597 (9th Cir. 2002). The 
addition of the words “under God” to the Pledge of Allegiance 
back in 1954 was unconstitutional. 

Oklahoma Publishing Company v. District Court, 430 U.S. 308 
(1976). Once information is put in the public domain, its pub-
lication or broadcast cannot be restrained.

Payton v. New York, 445 U.S. 573 (1980). In all nonemergency 
situations, the police must have an arrest warrant in order to 
make a valid entry into a home to make an arrest.

People v. Flowers, 23 Mich. App. 523 (1970). Parents may not 
have authority to give valid consent to a search of an area of 
a home that is accessible only to a child.

People v. Jacobs, 729 P.2d 757 (Cal. 1987). An 11-year-old is 
not capable of giving valid consent to search the home to 
locate and arrest her father.

People v. Lara, 528 P.2d 365 (Cal. App. 1974). Whether a child 
is waived to adult court is to be determined by evaluating 
the totality of the circumstances of the case (the “whole 
picture”).

People v. Turner, 55 Ill. 280 (1870). The constitutional rights of 
juveniles is upheld.

Roe v. Wade, 410 U.S. 113 (1973). Abortion is legalized. 
Roper v. Simmons, 543 U.S. 551 (2005). The death penalty for 

offenders under the age of 18 is unconstitutional. 
Santa Fe School District v. Doe, 530 U.S. 290 (2000). Official 

student-led prayers before a high school football game are 
unconstitutional.

Schall v. Martin, 467 U.S. 253 (1984). The pretrial detention 
of juveniles who pose a serious risk to the community is 
permissible.
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Skinner v. Oklahoma, 316 U.S. 535 (1942). Involuntary sexual 
sterilization of criminals is illegal.

Smith v. Daily Mail Publishing Company, 443 U.S. 97 (1979). 
When information regarding a juvenile case is lawfully ob-
tained by the media, the state cannot prohibit its publication.

Stanford v. Kentucky, 492 U.S. 361 (1989). The execution of a 
person who was age 16 or 17 at the time of the commission 
of his or her crime is not unconstitutional. 

State v. Javier M., 2001 NMSC 30 (2001). Prior to questioning, a 
child who is detained or seized and suspected of wrongdoing 
must be advised that he or she has the right to remain silent 
and that anything said can be used in court.

State v. Jerrell C. J., 269 Wis. 2d 442, 674 N.W. 2d 607 (2005). 
A confession made by a boy with only an 84 IQ, with limited 
prior experience with police, and who had repeatedly asked 
if he could call his parents and was told he could not, was 
unconstitutional.

State v. Kriegh, 937 P.2d 453 (Kan. App. 1997). A youth’s com-
petency to consent to a search is based on number of factors, 
such as the youth’s age, mental maturity, totality of the circum-
stances, and ability to knowingly and willingly give consent.

State v. McMillan, (Mo.), 514 S.W.2d 528 (1974). The Missouri 
Supreme Court established a separate and more easily under-
stood Miranda statement to be read to juveniles.

State v. Tomlinson, 648 N.W.2d 367 (Wisc. 2002). A youth’s 
competency to consent to a search is based on number of 
factors, such as the youth’s age, mental maturity, totality of 
the circumstances, and ability to knowingly and willingly give 
consent.

State v. Werner, 242 S.E.2d 907 (W.Va. 1978). Disciplin-
ary practices at a juvenile correctional facility violated the 
Eighth Amendment prohibition against cruel and unusual 
punishment.

State v. Will, 885 P.2d 715 (Or. App. 1994). A youth’s competency 
to consent to a search is based on number of factors, such as 
the youth’s age, mental maturity, totality of the circumstances, 
and ability to knowingly and willingly give consent.

Stone v. Graham, 449 U.S. 39 (1980). A Kentucky law requiring 
the posting of the Ten Commandments in each public school 
classroom in the state is unconstitutional.

Terry v. Ohio, 392 U.S. 1 (1968). The right of the police to stop, 
question, and frisk people who look suspicious is established. 

Thompson v. Carthage School District, 87 F.3d 979 (8th Cir. 
1996). School officials may search students and their lockers 
without consent.

Thompson v. Oklahoma, 487 U.S. 815 (1988). The execution of 
a person under the age of 16 at the time of his or her crime is 
unconstitutional. 

Tinker v. Des Moines Independent Community School  District, 
393 U.S. 503 (1969). Students have the right of free expres-
sion as long as their behavior does not interrupt school activi-
ties or intrude in the school affairs or the lives of others. 

United States v. Euge, 444 U.S. 707 (1980). The right of the po-
lice to photograph and fingerprint a suspect and take samples 
of his or her handwriting, voice, and blood during booking is 
clarified.

United States v. Lopez, 514 U.S. 549 (1995). The Gun Free 
School Zone Act of 1990 is unconstitutional.

United States v. Matlock, 415 U.S. 164 (1974). Parents may 
allow police to search the home and their child’s bedroom 
based on either parent’s right to control their child or their 
exercise of control over the premises.

United States v. Mendenhall, 466 U.S. 544 (1984). Citizens are 
not considered seized when the police stop them to ask a few 
questions.

United States v. Wade, 388 U.S. 218 (1967). The right of the po-
lice to photograph and fingerprint a suspect and take samples 
of his or her handwriting, voice, and blood during booking is 
clarified.

Vandenberg v. Superior Court, 8 Cal. App.3d 1048 (1970). 
Parents may give police permission to search the rooms and 
possession of their minor children.

Vernonia School District 47J v. Acton, 515 U.S. 646 (1995). It is 
constitutional for schools to require that all students partici-
pating in interscholastic athletics sign a form consenting to a 
urinalysis drug test. 

Wallace v. Jaffree, 466 U.S. 924 (1984). An Alabama law requir-
ing that each day begins with a one-minute period of “silent 
meditation or voluntary prayer” is unconstitutional.

West v. United States, 399 F.2d 467 (5th Cir. 1968). A juvenile’s 
waiver of his or her right to an attorney depends on numerous 
factors, such as the child’s age, education, intelligence, knowl-
edge as to the substance of the charge, whether the child has 
been interrogated before, methods of the interrogation, and 
length of police questioning.

West Virginia State Board of Education v. Barnette, 319 U.S. 
624 (1943). The free speech rights of students were violated 
when students were required to salute the flag while reciting 
the Pledge of Allegiance.

Wilkins v. Missouri, 492 U.S. 361 (1989). The execution of a per-
son who was age 16 or 17 at the time he or she committed a 
capital crime is constitutional. 

Wisconsin v. Yoder, 406 U.S. 208 (1972). The compulsory school-
ing of Amish children beyond the 8th grade is a violation of the 
free exercise of religious rights.

Yarborough v. Alvarado, 541 U.S. 652 (2004). Police do not need 
to factor in the age and inexperience of a suspect in their de-
cision of whether to read a juvenile his or her Miranda rights if 
the youth is not believed to be “in custody.” 

Zelman v. Simmons-Harris, 536 U.S. 639 (2002). A Cleveland 
program that spent public money on subsidizing education at 
religious schools is constitutional.
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30-day prevalence The use of a drug at least once during the 
previous month. (4)

Achieved status A status that is earned. (1)
Adjudication hearing A hearing held to determine whether 

the child committed the offense of which he or she is 
 accused. (14)

Adolescence-limited offenders Juveniles whose delinquent 
behavior is confined to their teenage years. (2, 8)

Age-crime curve The empirical trend that crime rates in-
crease during preadolescence, peak in late adolescence, 
and steadily decline thereafter. (2, 8)

Aging-out phenomenon The gradual decline of participation 
in crime after the teenage years. (2)

Annual prevalence The use of a drug at least once during 
the prior year. (4)

Ascribed status A status that is received at birth. (1)
Assortative mating The concept that people tend to choose 

mates that are similar to themselves. (8)
Atavistic beings The idea that criminals are a throwback to a 

more primitive stage of development. (5)
Attention Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) The most 

common neurobehavioral childhood disorder. (5)
Authoritarian parents Parents who place a high value on 

obedience and conformity, tending to favor more punitive, 
absolute, and forceful disciplinary measures. (10)

Authoritative parents Parents who are warm but firm; they 
set standards of behavior for their child and highly value 
the development of autonomy and self-direction. (10)

Baby boomers Persons born between 1946 and 
1964. (1)

Bail A money or cash bond deposited with the court or 
bail bondsman allowing the person to be released on 
the assurance he or she will appear in court at the proper 
time. (14)

Baker v. Owen Teachers can administer reasonable corporal 
punishment for disciplinary purposes. (11)

Bethel School District No. 403 v. Fraser Schools may pro-
hibit vulgar and offensive language. (11)

Blended sentencing Juvenile courts may impose adult crimi-
nal sanctions on particular types of juvenile  offenders. (14)

Board of Education of Independent School District 
No. 92 of Pottawatomie County et al. v. Earls et al. 
Expanded Acton; schools may require students to submit 
to a urinalysis for illegal drugs prior to participating in any 
competitive extracurricular activities. (4, 11)

Bond The glue that connects a child to society. (6)
Booking The official recording of a person into detention 

after arrest. (13)

Boot camps Short-term confinement facilities where youths 
are exposed to a militaristic environment in which the 
emphasis is on physical conditioning, work, and education. 
(15)

Brady Bill Federal legislation that mandated a five-day wait-
ing period for the purchase of handguns. (3)

Breed v. Jones Criminal prosecution of a child following a 
juvenile court hearing is unconstitutional because it consti-
tutes double jeopardy. (14)

Bullying Negative acts by students carried out against other 
students repeatedly over time. (11)

Child Savers The nineteenth century reformers who be-
lieved children were basically good and blamed delin-
quency on a bad environment. (1)

Chivalry hypothesis Lower rates of crime among females 
reflect men’s deference and protective attitude toward 
women whereby female offenses are generally overlooked 
or excused by males. (9)

Chronic offenders Youths who continue to engage in 
law-breaking behavior as adults. They are responsible 
for the most serious forms of delinquency and violent 
crime. (2)

Chronic status offender Children who continue to commit 
status offenses in spite of repeated interventions by family, 
school, social service, or law enforcement agencies. (1)

Classical School A school of thought that blames delin-
quency on the choices people make. (5)

Coercive exchange A test of wills, in which a child uses mis-
behavior to extort a desired outcome from his parents. (8)

Collective efficacy Mutual trust among neighbors combined 
with willingness to intervene on behalf of the common 
good, specifically to supervise children and maintain public 
order. (6)

Communal school organization Exists when teachers have 
shared values and expectations of student learning and ap-
propriate student behavior. (11)

Community-oriented policing Police officers and private citi-
zens working together can help solve community problems 
related to crime, fear of crime, social and physical disorder, 
and neighborhood decay. (13)

Comorbidity The overlapping behavioral problems that mutu-
ally reinforce one another but ultimately stem from some 
other cause. (4)

Compulsory school attendance law A legislative act that 
requires students to attend school between specific ages, 
e.g., 6–16 years old. (11)

Concentrated disadvantage Economically impoverished, 
racially segregated neighborhoods with high crime 
rates. (2)

(The chapter in which the term is used is shown in parentheses.)
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Conduct norms Rules that reflect the values, expectations, 
and actual behaviors of groups in everyday life. They are not 
necessarily the norms found in the criminal law. (7) 

Conflict theory Argues that society is held together by force, 
coercion, and intimidation and that the law represents the 
interests of those in power. (7)

Continuity of crime The idea that chronic offenders are un-
likely to age-out of crime and more likely to continue their 
law-violating behavior into their adult lives. (2)

Corporal punishment The infliction of physical pain as a 
penalty for violating a school rule. (11)

Crime Index A statistical indicator consisting of eight of-
fenses used to gauge the amount of crime reported to the 
police. It was discontinued in 2004. (2)

Crime norms Criminal laws that prohibit specific conduct and 
provide punishments for violations. (7)

Crimes of interest The crimes that are the focus of the Na-
tional Crime Victimization Survey. (2)

Cultural transmission The process through which criminal 
values are transmitted from one generation to the 
next. (6)

Cumulative disadvantage The process by which successive 
misbehavior leads to a serious detriment for an individual’s 
life chances. (8) 

Dark figure of crime The gap between the actual amount 
of crime committed and crime reported to the police. (2)

Decarceration The policy, since the early 1970s, of removing 
status offenders from “secure” institutions. (15)

Decriminalization Relaxing of the enforcement of certain 
laws, for example, drug laws. (4)

Delinquent career The pattern of delinquent behavior that an 
individual exhibits over the course of his or her life. (8)

Delinquent propensity The likelihood of committing delin-
quency, and other antisocial acts; it is a trait that is largely 
set in early childhood. (8)

Demand waiver A juvenile may request to have his or her 
case transferred from juvenile court to criminal court. (14)

Detention The temporary confinement of children pending ad-
judication, disposition, or implementation of disposition. (14)

Determinate sentences Prison sentences of a fixed amount 
of time, such as 5 years. (5) 

Developmental theories Theories that focus on an individ-
ual’s entire life course, rather than one discrete point in 
time. (8)

Differential coercion theory Children who are exposed to 
coercive environments are more likely to develop social-
psychological deficits that increase the possibility of their 
committing crimes. (7)

Differential oppression theory Delinquency is the culmina-
tion of a process that begins at conception and evolves 
through adolescence; the more a child is oppressed, the 
greater the likelihood he or she will become delinquent. (7, 9)

Differential social organization Neighborhoods are differen-
tially organized. (6)

Disintegrative shaming A form of negative labeling by the ju-
venile justice system that stigmatizes and excludes targeted 
youths, tossing them into a class of outcasts. (7)

Disposition hearing A juvenile court hearing in which the 
court determines what action will be in the youth’s and 

community’s best interests; the equivalent of the sentenc-
ing stage in the criminal court process. (14)

Dizygotic twins (DZ) Fraternal twins who develop from two 
eggs fertilized at the same time. (5)

Double jeopardy The prosecution of an individual a second 
time for the same offense. It is prohibited by the Fifth 
Amendment. (14)

Doubly oppressed Adolescent girls are oppressed both as 
children and as females. (9)

Drug Abuse Resistance Education (D.A.R.E.) A program 
aimed at children in kindergarten through twelfth grade, 
designed to equip students with appropriate skills to resist 
substance abuse and gangs. (4)

Drug courts These are intensive treatment programs estab-
lished within and supervised by juvenile courts to provide 
specialized services for eligible drug-involved youth and 
their families. (14)

Dualistic fallacy This idea questions the notion that delin-
quents and nondelinquents are two fundamentally different 
types of people. (7)

Ecology fallacy Occurs when neighborhood-level data are 
used to draw conclusions about individual residents. 
(2, 6)

Eddings v. Oklahoma Courts must consider all mitigating cir-
cumstances before imposing the death penalty. (15)

Electronic monitoring An active or passive computer-based 
tracking system in which electronic signals are used to 
verify that the youth is where he or she is supposed to 
be. (15) 

Enhancement model Adolescents who are already involved 
in delinquency are most apt to join a gang (selection) but, 
after joining, their delinquency is likely to increase signifi-
cantly (facilitation). (12)

Etiological (etiology) The scientific name for the cause of 
antisocial behavior, such as delinquency. (3)

Exclusionary rule Evidence police produce illegally is not 
admissible in court. (13)

Facilitation model A “kind of group” explanation which 
suggests that the normative structure of the gang along 
with group processes and dynamics increase delin-
quency among youth. (12)

Family Dependency Treatment Courts Family courts that 
specifically adjudicate child welfare cases involving child 
abuse and neglect and parental substance abuse. (10) 

Fine A cash payment determined by the court and paid by 
the youth.

Focal concerns The primary values that monopolize lower-
class consciousness. (6)

Free will The idea that people choose one course of  action 
over another. (5)

Garcia v. Miera School authorities that use excessive or 
extreme punishment against a child may be sued for 
damages suffered by the student and attorney fees. (11)

Gender-role identities Individual identities based on sexual 
stereotypes. (9)

Genotype A person’s genetic composition. (5)
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Goss v. Lopez Students who may be suspended for 10 or 
more days must receive a hearing. (11)

Hall v. Tawney Parents do not have a constitutional right 
to exempt their children from corporal punishment in 
public schools. (11)

Harm reduction Using a public health model to reduce the 
risks and negative consequences of drug use. (4)

Hazelwood School District v. Kuhlmeier School administra-
tors can regulate the content of student publications in 
public schools for educational purposes. (11)

Hierarchy rule In the Uniform Crime Reports, the police re-
cord only the most serious crime incident. 

Home confinement The intensive supervision and monitoring 
of an offending youth within his or her home environment. (15)

Homophily Meaning “love of the same,” it is the process of 
people selecting those who are most similar to them. (12)

In re Gault Juveniles may not be denied basic due process 
rights in juvenile adjudicatory hearings. (14)

In re Winship In delinquency cases, juveniles have the right 
to be convicted only if there is proof beyond a reasonable 
doubt. (14)

Incidence The number of delinquent acts committed. (2)
Indeterminate sentences Prison sentences of varying time 

lengths, such as 5 to 10 years. (5)
Indifferent parents Parents who are unresponsive to their 

child and, in extreme cases, may be neglectful. (10)
Individual justice The idea that criminal law must reflect dif-

ferences among people and their circumstances. (5)
Individual theories Theories that blame delinquency on 

personal traits such as temperament, genetics, and brain 
chemistry. (5)

Indulgent parents Parents who are more responsive, accept-
ing, benign, and passive in matters of discipline and place 
few demands on their child. (10)

Infanticide Homicide in which recently born children are killed 
by relatives who do not want the children or who are suffer-
ing from childbirth-related psychiatric disturbances. (3)

Informal adjustment Cases that are handled through discre-
tionary nonjudicial dispositions. (14)

Informal probation A case adjustment practice in which the 
child and family comply with requirements of probation 
personnel without a formal court order. (14)

Ingraham v. Wright Corporal punishment does not violate 
the cruel and unusual punishment clause of the Eighth 
Amendment. (11)

Injunction or abatement A civil process in which gang 
members are prohibited from engaging in mundane activi-
ties, such as loitering at schools or hanging out on street 
corners, or face arrest. (12)

Intake The initial case-screening process in the juvenile court 
system. It is designed to screen out cases that do not war-
rant a formal court hearing. (14)

Integrated structural-Marxist theory Serious delinquency is 
the result of the reproduction of coercive control patterns 
tied to the relationship between production and class struc-
ture in capitalist societies. (7)

Intelligence The ability to learn, exercise judgment, and be 
imaginative. (5)

IQ The ratio of one’s mental age multiplied by 100 and di-
vided by their chronological age. (5)

Judicial waiver A method used for transferring youths to 
criminal court in which the juvenile court judge is the 
primary decision maker in determining whether the 
youth should be transferred. (14)

Justice model A corrections philosophy that promotes flat 
or fixed-time sentences, abolishment of parole, and use of 
prison to punish offenders. (5)

Juvenile delinquency Behavior committed by a minor that 
violates a state’s penal code. (1)

Juvenile delinquent A child with a long and problematic his-
tory of involvement in crime. (1)

Juveniles Persons under age 18. (1, 2)

Kansas City Gun Experiment An 1992 experiment in 
which the use of additional police to patrol in target 
areas for the exclusive purpose of gun detection sig-
nificantly increased gun seizures and decreased gun 
crimes. (3)

Kent v. United States A formal waiver hearing must take 
place before transfer of a juvenile to criminal court. (14)

Klikas Age cohorts within Hispanic gangs. (12) 

Labeling theory Assumes that social control leads to devi-
ance; how behavior is reacted to determines whether it 
is defined as deviant. (7)

Latchkey children Children who regularly care for themselves 
without adult supervision after school or on weekends. (10)

Legalization The elimination of many laws currently prohibit-
ing drugs, but not necessarily eliminating all regulation. (4)

Liberation hypothesis Changes brought about by the wom-
en’s movement triggered a wave of female crime. (9)

Life-course persistent offenders Individuals who suffer from a 
number of neuropsychological deficits that are likely to cause 
them to engage in delinquency throughout their lives. (8)

Lifetime prevalence The use of a drug at least once during 
the respondent’s lifetime. (4)

Maltreatment Severe mistreatment of children, including 
physical and sexual abuse, physical neglect, lack of 
supervision, emotional maltreatment, educational mal-
treatment, and moral-legal maltreatment. (10)

Master status Feature of a person that is most important to 
him or her as well as to others. (7)

McKeiver v. Pennsylvania Juveniles do not have a constitu-
tional right to a jury trial in juvenile court. (14)

Member-based definition Defining a crime as gang- related 
when a gang member or members are either the perpetra-
tors or the victims, regardless of the motive. (12) 

Middle-class measuring rod The standards used by teachers 
to assign status to students. (6)

Miranda v. Arizona Established the right to protection from 
self-incrimination under the Fifth Amendment and the right 
to legal counsel under the Sixth Amendment. (13)

Mitigating circumstances Factors that may be responsible 
for an individual’s behavior, such as age, insanity, and in-
competence. (5)
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Monozygotic twins (MZ) Identical twins who develop from 
one fertilized egg. MZ twins have identical DNA. (5)

Motive-based definition Defining a crime as gang-related 
when committed by a gang member or members in which 
the underlying reason is to further the interests and activi-
ties of the gang. (12) 

National Crime Victimization Survey An annual nationwide 
survey of criminal victimization conducted by the U.S. 
Bureau of Justice Statistics. (2)

National Opinion Research Center The first nationwide vic-
timization survey. (2) 

National Youth Survey The nationwide self-report survey of 
approximately 1,700 people who were between the ages of 
11 and 17 in 1976. (2)

Neoclassical School A school of thought that considers 
mitigating circumstances when determining culpability for 
delinquency. (5)

New Jersey v. T.L.O. School officials can conduct warrantless 
searches of individuals at school on the basis of reason-
able suspicion. (11)

Operation Ceasefire A gun prevention program in Boston 
involving direct law enforcement attack on illicit firearms 
traffickers supplying juveniles with guns. (3)

Parens patriae The doctrine that defines the state as the 
ultimate guardian of every child. (1)

Parole The release of an offender from a correctional institu-
tion before the scheduled period of confinement has ended. 
It typically involves supervision by a parole officer. (15)

Parole revocation If a youth violates the law or one of the dis-
cretionary conditions of parole, parole may be revoked and 
the youth is returned to a correctional facility. (15)

Part I crimes The eight offenses that form the Crime Index 
and are used to gauge the amount of crime reported to 
police; also referred to as Index crimes. (2)

Part II crimes These are the 21 less serious offenses in-
cluded in the Uniform Crime Reports. (2)

Patriarchy A social system that enforces masculine control of 
the sexuality and labor power of women. (9)

Peer groups Groups of youths of similar ages and interests. (12)
Petition A document setting forth the specific charge against 

a juvenile. (14)
Police discretion The authority of police to choose one 

course of action over another. (13)
Positive School A school of thought that blames delinquency 

on factors that are in place before crime is committed. (5)
Power-control theory Emphasizes the consequences of the 

power relations of husbands and wives in the workplace on 
the lives of children. (9)

Precocious transitions An important life event (e.g., preg-
nancy) that is experienced too early in life. (8)

Prevalence The percentage of juveniles committing delin-
quency. (2)

Primary deviation Deviant behavior that everyone engages in 
occasionally. (7)

Probable cause A set of facts that would lead a reasonable 
person to believe a crime has been committed and the per-
son to be arrested committed it. (13)

Probation The conditional freedom granted by the court to an 
alleged or adjudicated offender, who must adhere to certain 
conditions and is generally supervised by a probation of-
ficer. (15)

Prosecutorial waiver This allows the prosecutor to be the pri-
mary decision maker in determining whether a youth should 
be transferred to adult court. (14)

Protective factors Situations, settings, events, or character-
istics that decrease the likelihood that one will be delin-
quent. (8)

Pseudo families Relationships established in correctional 
institutions for girls and intended to substitute for those 
found on the outside. (15)

Psychopathy A personality disorder that results in affective, 
interpersonal, and behavioral problems including violent 
criminal behavior that is committed without conscience. (2)

Racial profiling A practice where police use race as an 
explicit factor in “profiles” for guiding their decision-
making. (2)

Radical nonintervention An approach to juvenile justice 
whereby police and the courts would, whenever possible, 
“leave kids alone.” (7)

Rational choice theory Suggests that delinquents are ratio-
nal people who make calculated choices regarding what 
they are going to do before they act. (5)

Reintegrative shaming The expression of community disap-
proval of delinquency, followed by indications of forgiveness 
and reacceptance into the community. (7)

Restitution A court-ordered action in which an offender pays 
money or provides services to victims of the offense or to 
the community. (15)

Restorative justice Designed to restore or repair relation-
ships disrupted by crime, holding offenders accountable 
by requiring restitution to victims or the community harmed 
by the crime, promoting offender competency and responsi-
bility, and balancing the needs of community, victim, 
and offender through involvement in the restorative 
process. (14)

Retribution A punishment philosophy based on society’s 
moral outrage or disapproval of a crime. (5)

Reverse waiver A juvenile who is being prosecuted as an 
adult in criminal court may petition to have the case trans-
ferred to juvenile court for adjudication or disposition. (14)

Risk factors Situations, settings, events, or characteristics 
that increase the likelihood that one will be delinquent. (8)

Roper v. Simmons The Supreme Court held that the death 
penalty for persons under the age of 18 was a violation of 
the Eighth Amendment’s prohibition against cruel and un-
usual punishment. (15)

Routine activities theory Argues that motivated offenders, 
suitable targets, and absence of capable guardians pro-
duce delinquency. (5)

Schall v. Martin Juveniles may be held in preventive 
detention while awaiting adjudication if they are deter-
mined to be “serious risks” to the community. (14)

School Resource Officer Program A control-based policy 
where a police officer works within the school to perform a 
variety of specialized duties. (11)
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Seattle Social Development Project A leading study in the 
creation and application of developmental theory. (8)

Secondary deviation Deviant behavior based on the youth’s 
taking on and accepting the deviant role as part of his or 
her identity. (7)

Selection model A “kind of person” explanation of gang 
initiation which argues that adolescents with a strong pro-
pensity for delinquency seek out gangs. (12) 

Self-report studies Unofficial measures of crime in which ju-
veniles are asked about their law-breaking behavior. (2)

Single-parent families Families composed of children and 
one parent who is divorced or widowed or who was never 
married. (10)

Social support The perceived and actual amount of instru-
mental and expressive or emotional supports that one 
receives from primary relationships, social networks, and 
communities. (7)

Socialization The process through which children learn the 
norms and values of a particular society or social group so 
that they can function within it. (10)

Sociopathy (sociopath) A form of psychopathy, sometimes 
referred to as secondary psychopathy, which is produced 
from early life environmental factors such as parental 
abuse and neglect. (3)

Somatotype The idea that criminals can be identified by 
physical appearance. (5)

Stanford v. Kentucky The Supreme Court held that the ex-
ecution of a person who was age 16 or 17 at the time of 
his or her offense was not unconstitutional. (15)

Status A socially defined position in a group. (1)
Status offense Acts illegal only for children, such as  truancy. 

(1, 2)
Statutory exclusion A method used for transferring youths 

to criminal court, whereby the most serious or persistent 
offenders or those over a certain age are excluded from 
juvenile court jurisdiction and automatically prosecuted as 
adults. (14)

Stigmata Distinctive physical features of born criminals. (5)
Stubborn Child Law This law passed in 1641 stated that chil-

dren who disobeyed their parents might be put to death. (1)
Suppression A police response to gang and includes selec-

tive surveillance, arrest, and prosecution of gang members. 
(12) 

Sweep search A search of all lockers. (11)

Techniques of neutralization Rationalizations used to en-
gage in crime. (6)

Theories Integrated sets of ideas that explain and predict 
phenomena. (5)

Thompson v. Carthage School District School officials may 
legally search students and their lockers without consent. 
(11)

Thompson v. Oklahoma Supreme Court ruled that the ex-
ecution of a person under age 16 at the time of his or her 
crime was unconstitutional. (15)

Tinker v. Des Moines Independent Community School Dis-
trict Students have the right of free expression as long as 
their behavior does not interrupt school activities or intrude 
in the school affairs or the lives of others. (11)

Token economy A system of handing out points that can be 
exchanged for privileges such as watching TV and punishing 
behavior by taking those same privileges away. (5)

Turf A gang’s sense of territoriality. (12) 
Turning points Key life events that can either drive someone 

toward delinquent behavior or initiate the process of desist-
ing from it. (8)

Uniform Crime Reports The annual publication from the 
Federal Bureau of Investigation presenting data on 
crimes reported to the police, number of arrests, and 
number of persons arrested. (2)

United States v. Lopez A U.S. Supreme Court case which 
held that the Gun Free School Zones Act of 1990 was un-
constitutional. (3)

Utilitarian punishment model The idea that offenders must 
be punished to protect society. (5)

Vernonia School District 47J v. Acton Students participat-
ing in school athletic activities must submit upon re-
quest to an involuntary drug test (urinalysis). (11)

Victimization survey A method of producing crime data in 
which people are asked about their experiences as crime 
victims. (2)

West Virginia State Board of Education v. Barnette Stu-
dents do not have to salute the flag while reciting the 
Pledge of Allegiance. (11)

Wraparound programs Programs designed to build construc-
tive relationships and support networks between delinquent 
youth and their families, teachers, and other caregivers and 
agencies in the community. (15)

Yarborough v. Alvarado Police do not need to factor in the 
age and inexperience of a suspect in their decision of 
whether to read a juvenile his or her Miranda rights if 
the youth is not believed to be “in custody.” (13)

Youth court This is an alternative to the traditional juvenile 
court that allows young offenders to take responsibility for 
their acts, to be held accountable, and to receive appropri-
ate dispositions imposed by their peers. (14)

Youth gang A group of youths willing to use deadly violence 
to claim and protect territory, to attack rival gangs, or to 
engage in criminal activity. (12)
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