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Gender and Delinquency


CHAPTER OUTLINE 


GENDER DIFFERENCES IN DEVELOPMENT
Socialization Differences
Cognitive Differences
Personality Differences
What Causes Gender Differences?
What Does This Mean to Me? Sexual
Harassment


GENDER DIFFERENCES AND DELINQUENCY
Gender Patterns in Delinquency
Violent Behavior


ARE FEMALE DELINQUENTS BORN THAT WAY?
Early Biological Explanations
Early Psychological Explanations
Contemporary Trait Views
Contemporary Psychological Views


SOCIALIZATION VIEWS
Socialization and Delinquency
Contemporary Socialization Views
Preventing and Treating Delinquency:
Preventing Teen Pregnancy


LIBERAL FEMINIST VIEWS
Support for Liberal Feminism
Critiques of Liberal Feminism


CRITICAL FEMINIST VIEWS
Crime and Patriarchy
Power-Control Theory


GENDER AND THE JUVENILE
JUSTICE SYSTEM


CHAPTER OBJECTIVES


After reading this chapter you
should:


1. Be familiar with the changes in
the female delinquency rate.


2. Understand the cognitive
differences between males
and females.


3. Be able to discuss the differences
in socialization between boys
and girls and how this may affect
their behavior.


4. Understand the psychological
differences between the sexes.


5. Be able to discuss the early work
on gender, delinquency, and
human traits.


6. Know the elements contemporary
trait theorists view as the key to
understanding gender differences,
such as psychological makeup and
hormonal differences.


7. Know how socialization is thought
to affect delinquency rates.


8. Discuss the views of contemporary
socialization theorists.


9. Know to what the term liberal
feminism refers.


10. Discuss how critical feminists view
female delinquency and describe
Hagan’s power-control theory.


11. Be familiar with how the treatment
girls receive by the juvenile justice
system differs from the treatment
of boys.
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The Northbrook incident was shocking because it involved young girls in an
extremely violent incident, an image that defies the traditional image of females
as less aggressive than males. This vision is not new.


To early delinquency experts, the female offender was an aberration who en-
gaged in crimes that usually had a sexual connotation—prostitution, running away
(which presumably leads to sexual misadventure), premarital sex, and crimes of
sexual passion (killing a boyfriend or a husband).1 Criminologists often ignored
female offenders, assuming that they rarely violated the law, or if they did, that their
illegal acts were status-type offenses. Female delinquency was viewed as emotional or
family-related, and such problems were not an important concern of criminologists.
In fact, the few “true” female delinquents were considered anomalies whose criminal
activity was a function of taking on masculine characteristics, a concept referred to
as the masculinity hypothesis.2


Contemporary interest in the association between gender and delinquency has
surged, fueled by observations that although the female delinquency rate is still much
lower than the male rate, it is growing at a faster pace than male delinquency. More-
over, the types of delinquent acts that young women are engaging in seem quite simi-
lar to those of young men. Larceny and aggravated assault, the crimes for which most
young men are arrested, are also the most common offenses for which females are
arrested. There is evidence that girls are getting more heavily involved in gangs and
gang violence.3 Although girls still commit less crime than boys, members of both
sexes are similar in the onset and development of their offending careers.4 In societies
with high rates of male delinquency, there are also high rates of female delinquency.
Over time, male and female arrest rates rise and fall in a parallel fashion.5


Another reason for the interest in gender studies is that conceptions of gender
differences have changed. A feminist approach to understanding crime is now firmly
established. The stereotype of the female delinquent as a sexual deviant is no longer
taken seriously.6 The result has been an increased effort to conduct research that would
adequately explain differences and similarities in male and female offending patterns.


This chapter provides an overview of gender factors in delinquency. We first
discuss some of the gender differences in development and how they may relate to
the gender differences in offending rates. Then we turn to some explanations for


On May 4, 2003, girls at a “powder-puff”


touch football game in Northbrook, Illi-


nois, went on a rampage that was cap-


tured on videotape. Senior girls began the


event by chugging beer straight from a


keg provided by some parents. Then they


began pounding some of the younger


girls with their fists and with bats, while


pushing them down into the mud. They


doused the novice football players with


excrement, garbage, and food. The stu-


dents apparently arranged the event in


secret, making sure that school adminis-


trators were kept unaware of the time


and place. In the aftermath, five girls


were hospitalized, including one who


broke an ankle and another who suffered


a cut that required ten stitches in her


head; the attackers were suspended


from school and criminal charges filed.


The tape was circulated to the news


media and it was shown repeatedly all


around the country.


VIEW THE CNN VIDEO CLIP OF THIS


STORY AND ANSWER RELATED CRITICAL


THINKING QUESTIONS ON YOUR JUVENILE


DELINQUENCY: THE CORE 2E CD.


To find information on the
state of adolescent girls and
the risks they face, go to the
Web site of the Common-
wealth Fund by clicking on
Web Links under the Chapter
Resources at http://cj.
wadsworth.com/siegel_
jdcore2e.
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masculinity hypothesis
View that women who commit
crimes have biological and psy-
chological traits similar to those
of men.
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these differences: (1) the trait view, (2) the socialization view, (3) the liberal feminist
view, and (4) the critical feminist view.


GENDER DIFFERENCES IN DEVELOPMENT
Gender differences in cognition, socialization, and behavior may exist as early as
infancy, when boys are able to express emotions at higher rates. Infant girls show
greater control over their emotions, whereas boys are more easily angered and de-
pend more on inputs from their mothers.7 There are indications that gender differ-
ences in socialization and development do exist and that they may have an effect
on juvenile offending patterns.8


Socialization Differences
Psychologists believe that differences in the way females and males are socialized
affect their development. Males learn to value independence, whereas females are
taught that their self-worth depends on their ability to sustain relationships. Girls,
therefore, run the risk of losing themselves in their relationships with others, while
boys may experience a chronic sense of alienation. Because so many relationships go
sour, females also run the risk of feeling alienated because of the failure to achieve
relational success.9


Although there are few gender differences in aggression during the first few years
of life, girls are socialized to be less aggressive than boys and are supervised more
closely.10 Differences in aggression become noticeable between ages three and six,
when children are socialized into organized groups, such as the daycare center. Males
are more likely to display physical aggression, whereas females display relational
aggression—for example, by excluding disliked peers from play groups.11


As they mature, girls learn to respond to provocation by feeling anxious, unlike
boys, who are encouraged to retaliate.12


Overall, women are much more likely to
feel distressed than men.13 Although
females get angry as often as males,
many have been taught to blame them-
selves for such feelings. Females are,
therefore, much more likely than males
to respond to anger with feelings of
depression, anxiety, and shame. Females
are socialized to fear that anger will
harm relationships; males are encour-
aged to react with “moral outrage,”
blaming others for their discomfort.14


Females are also more likely than
males to be targets of sexual and physical
abuse. Female victims have been shown
to suffer more seriously from these at-
tacks, sustaining damage to their self-
image; victims of sexual abuse find it
difficult to build autonomy and life skills.


Cognitive Differences
There are also cognitive differences
between males and females starting in
childhood. Males excel in tasks that
assess the ability to manipulate visual
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Research shows that males are more likely than females to behave in an ag-
gressive manner. There is evidence that differences in socialization, cognition,
and personality may help explain gender-based disparity in rates of antisocial
and violent behaviors.
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images in working memory, whereas females do better in tasks that require retrieval
from long-term memory and the acquisition and use of verbal information.15 Girls
learn to speak earlier and faster, and with better pronunciation, most likely because
parents talk more to their infant daughters than to their infant sons. Girls are far
less likely than boys to have reading problems, but boys do much better on stan-
dardized math tests, which is attributed by some experts to their strategies for ap-
proaching math problems. Boys in the United States are more likely than girls to be
dyslexic.


In most cases cognitive differences are small, narrowing, and usually attributed
to cultural expectations. When given training, girls can increase their visual-spatial
skills. However, differences still exert a penalty on young girls. For example, perfor-
mance on the mathematics portion of the Scholastic Aptitude Test (SAT) still favors
males: twice as many boys as girls attain scores over 500 and thirteen times as many
boys as girls attain scores over 700.16


Personality Differences
Girls are often stereotyped as talkative, but research shows that in many situations
boys spend more time talking than girls do. Females are more willing to reveal their
feelings and more likely to express concern for others. Females are more concerned
about finding the “meaning of life” and less interested in competing for material suc-
cess.17 Males are more likely to introduce new topics and to interrupt conversations.


Adolescent females use different knowledge than males and have different ways
of interpreting their interactions with others. These gender differences may have
an impact on self-esteem and self-concept. Research shows that, as adolescents
develop, male self-esteem and self-concept rise whereas female self-confidence is
lowered.18 One reason is that girls are more likely to stress about their weight and
be more dissatisfied with the size and shape of their bodies.19 Young girls are regu-
larly confronted with unrealistically high standards of slimness that make them
extremely unhappy with their own bodies; it is not surprising that the incidence
of eating disorders such as anorexia and bulimia have increased markedly in recent
years. Psychologist Carol Gilligan uncovered an alternative explanation for this de-
cline in female self-esteem: as girls move into adolescence, they become aware of the
conflict between the positive way they see themselves and the negative way society
views females. Many girls respond by “losing their voices”—that is, submerging
their own feelings and accepting the negative view of women conveyed by adult
authorities.20


These various gender differences are described in Concept Summary 6.1.
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Gender Differences


Females Males
Socialization Sustain relationships. Be independent.


Be less aggressive. Be aggressive.
Blame self. Externalize anger.


Cognitive Have superior verbal ability. Have superior visual/spatial ability.
Speak earlier. Are better at math.
Have better pronunciation.
Read better.


Personality Have lower self-esteem. Have high self-esteem.
Are self-aware. Are materialistic.
Have better attention span. Have low attention span.


Concept Summary 6.1
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What Causes
Gender Differences?
Why do these gender differences occur? Some ex-
perts suggest that gender differences may have a
biological origin: males and females are essentially
different. They have somewhat different brain orga-
nizations; females are more left-brain-oriented and
males more right-brain-oriented. (The left brain is
believed to control language; the right, spatial rela-
tions.) Others point to the hormonal differences
between the sexes as the key to understanding their
behavior.


Another view is that gender differences are a
result of the interaction of socialization, learning,
and enculturation. Boys and girls may behave differ-
ently because they have been exposed to different
styles of socialization, learned different values, and
had different cultural experiences. It follows, then,
that if members of both sexes were equally exposed
to the factors that produce delinquency, their delin-
quency rates would be equivalent.21 According to
psychologist Sandra Bem’s gender-schema theory,


our culture polarizes males and females by forcing them to obey mutually exclusive
gender roles, or “scripts.” Girls are expected to be “feminine,” exhibiting traits such
as being sympathetic and gentle. In contrast, boys are expected to be “masculine,”
exhibiting assertiveness and dominance. Children internalize these scripts and accept
gender polarization as normal. Children’s self-esteem becomes wrapped up in how
closely their behavior conforms to the proper sex role stereotype. When children
begin to perceive themselves as either boys or girls (which occurs at about age three),
they search for information to help them define their role; they begin to learn what
behavior is appropriate for their sex.22 Girls are expected to behave according to the
appropriate script and to seek approval of their behavior: Are they acting as girls
should at that age? Masculine behavior is to be avoided. In contrast, males look for
cues from their peers to define their masculinity; aggressive behavior may be
rewarded with peer approval, whereas sensitivity is viewed as nonmasculine.23


See the accompanying What Does This Mean to Me feature for an interesting
perspective on the issue of sexual harassment.


GENDER DIFFERENCES AND DELINQUENCY
Regardless of their origin, gender distinctions may partly explain the significant gen-
der differences in the delinquency rate. Males seem more aggressive and less likely to
form attachments to others, factors that might increase their crime rates. Males view
aggression as an appropriate means to gain status. Boys are also more likely than girls
to socialize with deviant peers, and when they do, they display personality traits that
make them more susceptible to delinquency. Recent research by Jean Bottcher found
that young boys perceive their roles as being more dominant than young girls. Male
perceptions of power, their ability to have freedom and hang with their friends,
helped explain the gender differences in delinquency.24


Girls are shielded by their moral sense, which directs them to avoid harming
others. Their moral sensitivity may counterbalance the effects of family problems.25


Females display more self-control than males, a factor that has been related to
criminality.26


Females are more verbally proficient, a skill that may help them deal with con-
flict without resorting to violence. They are taught to be less aggressive and view
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The mission of the National
Council for Research on
Women is to enhance the
connections among research,
policy analysis, advocacy, and
innovative programming on
behalf of women and girls.
Visit their site by clicking on
Web Links under the Chapter
Resources at http://cj.
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What Does This Mean to Me?


Sexual Harassment
Can gender differences in perception shape the perception of
sexual harassment? For example, research shows that males
and females both generally agree that sexual coercion and
sexual propositions constitute sexual harassment. Yet males do
not think that sex-stereotyped jokes are a form of harassment
while females do; females think that repeated requests for
dates after a refusal constitute harassment while males think
there is nothing wrong with asking girls out again and again.
It is not surprising to discover that females perceive that sexual
harassment has occurred in situations where males find no
wrongdoing.


1. Do you think that these different perceptions are biologi-
cally related or a matter of socialization?


2. (For women): Have you ever been in a situation where
you felt yourself being sexually harassed by a male who
thought he was doing nothing wrong? 


3. (For men): Have you ever been accused of sexual harass-
ment by a woman you know even though you personally
felt you did nothing wrong? 


gender-schema theory
A theory of development that
holds that children internalize
gender scripts that reflect the
gender-related social practices of
the culture. Once internalized,
these gender scripts predispose the
kids to construct a self-identity
that is consistent with them.
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belligerence as a lack of self-control.27 When girls are aggressive, they are more likely
than boys to hide their behavior from adults; girls who “bully” others are less likely
than boys to admit their behavior.28


Cognitive and personality differences are magnified when children internalize
gender-specific behaviors. Boys who aren’t tough are labeled sissies. Girls are
expected to form closer bonds with their friends and to share feelings.


Gender Patterns in Delinquency
Over the past decades, females have increased their participation in delinquent be-
haviors at a faster rate than males. Arrest data indicate that juvenile females make up
a greater percentage of the arrest statistics today than they did thirty years ago. In
1967, females constituted 13 percent of all juvenile index-crime arrests; today they
make up about 25 percent. The most recent arrest data show that between 1993 and
2002 the total teenage male arrest rate decreased by about 16 percent and the female
rate increased by 6 percent.29 Even more striking was the relative change in arrests
for serious violent crimes—during a period of falling crime rates (1993 to 2002),
teenage male violent crime arrests declined 39 percent, while female arrests declined
a more modest 13 percent.


The Monitoring the Future self-report study also shows that patterns of male
and female criminality appear to be converging. Self-report data indicate that the
rank-ordering of male and female deviant behaviors is similar. The illegal acts most
common for boys—petty larceny, using a false ID, and smoking marijuana—are also
the ones most frequently committed by girls.30


Violent Behavior
Gender differences in the delinquency rate may be narrowing, but males continue
to be overrepresented in arrests for violent crimes. For example, almost all homicide
offenders are males. In 2002, of the more than 973 juveniles arrested for murder,
only 101 were female.31


One reason for the gender disparity in lethal violence is that males and females
display differences in the victims they target and the weapons they use. The typical
male juvenile kills a friend or acquaintance with a handgun during an argument.
In contrast, the typical female is as likely to kill a family member as an acquaintance
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A youth worker talks with young
girls in an after-school program.
Are gender differences in per-
sonality a matter of experience,
or do you believe that males
and females are inherently
different?
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Checkpoints
✔ Female delinquency was consid-


ered unimportant by early delin-
quency experts because girls rarely
committed crime, and when they
did it was sexual in nature.


✔ Interest in female delinquency has
risen because the female crime
rate has been increasing, while the
male rate is in decline.


✔ There are distinct gender patterns
in development that may explain
crime rate differences.


✔ Girls are socialized to be less
aggressive than boys.


✔ Girls read better and have better
verbal skills than boys.


✔ Gender differences may have both
biological and social origins.


✔ The female proportion of the delin-
quency rate has grown at a faster
pace than that of males during the
past twenty-five years.
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and is more likely to use a knife. Both males and females tend to kill males—gener-
ally their brothers, fathers, or friends.


Why do these differences occur, and why are girls increasing their involvement in
delinquent activities at a faster pace than boys? The wide range of opinions on these
questions will be presented in the remaining sections of this chapter.


ARE FEMALE DELINQUENTS BORN THAT WAY?
There is a long tradition of tracing gender differences in delinquency to traits that
are uniquely male or female. The argument that biological and psychological differ-
ences between males and females can explain differences in crime rates is not a new
one. The earliest criminologists focused on physical characteristics believed to be
precursors of crime.


Early Biological Explanations
With the publication in 1895 of The Female Offender, Lombroso (with William Fer-
rero) extended his work on criminality to females.32 Lombroso maintained that
women were lower on the evolutionary scale than men, more childlike and less intel-
ligent.33 Women who committed crimes could be distinguished from “normal”
women by physical characteristics—excessive body hair, wrinkles, and an abnormal
cranium, for example.34 In appearance, delinquent females appeared closer to men
than to other women. The masculinity hypothesis suggested that delinquent girls
had excessive male characteristics.35


Lombrosian thought had a significant influence for much of the twentieth cen-
tury. Delinquency rate differentials were explained in terms of gender-based differ-
ences. For example, in 1925 Cyril Burt linked female delinquency to menstruation.36


Similarly, William Healy and Augusta Bronner suggested that males’ physical superi-
ority enhanced their criminality. Their research showed that about 70 percent of the
delinquent girls they studied had abnormal weight and size, a finding that supported
the “masculinity hypothesis.”37


So-called experts suggested that female delinquency goes unrecorded because
the female is the instigator rather than the perpetrator.38 Females first use their sex-
ual charms to instigate crime and then beguile males in the justice system to obtain
deferential treatment. This observation, referred to as the chivalry hypothesis, holds
that gender differences in the delinquency rate can be explained by the fact that fe-
male criminality is overlooked or forgiven by male agents of the justice system.
Those who believe in the chivalry hypothesis point to data showing that even though
women make up about 20 percent of arrestees, they account for less than 5 percent
of inmates. Police and other justice system personnel may be less willing to penalize
female offenders than male offenders.39


Early Psychological Explanations
Psychologists also viewed the physical differences between males and females as a
basis for their behavior differentials. Sigmund Freud maintained that girls interpret
their lack of a penis as a sign that they have been punished. Boys fear that they can be
punished by having their penis cut off, and thus learn to fear women. From this con-
flict comes penis envy, which often produces an inferiority complex in girls, forcing
them to make an effort to compensate for their “defect.” One way to compensate is to
identify with their mothers and accept a maternal role. Also, girls may attempt to
compensate for their lack of a penis by dressing well and beautifying themselves.40


Freud also claimed that “if a little girl persists in her first wish—to grow into a boy—
in extreme cases she will end as a manifest homosexual, and otherwise she will exhibit


✔ Checkpoints
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✔ Though males still are arrested
more often than females, the
intergender patterns of delinquency
are remarkably similar.


To quiz yourself on this
material, go to questions
6.1–6.5 on the Juvenile


Delinquency: The Core 2e Web site.


To read more about the
chivalry hypothesis and how
it relates to gang delinquency,
click on Web Links under the
Chapter Resources at http://cj.
wadsworth.com/siegel_
jdcore2e.ht
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chivalry hypothesis (also
known as paternalism
hypothesis)
The view that low female crime
and delinquency rates are a reflec-
tion of the leniency with which
police treat female offenders.
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markedly masculine traits in the conduct of her later life, will choose a masculine
vocation, and so on.”41


At midcentury, psychodynamic theorists suggested that girls are socialized to be
passive, which helps explain their low crime rate. However, this condition also makes
some females susceptible to being manipulated by men; hence, their participation in
sex-related crimes such as prostitution. A girl’s wayward behavior, psychoanalysts
suggested, was restricted to neurotic theft (kleptomania) and overt sexual acts, which
were symptoms of personality maladaption.42


According to these early versions of the psychoanalytic approach, gender differ-
ences in the delinquency rate can be traced to differences in psychological orienta-
tion. Male delinquency reflects aggressive traits, whereas female delinquency is a
function of repressed sexuality, gender conflict, and abnormal socialization.


Contemporary Trait Views
Contemporary biosocial and psychological theorists have continued the tradition of
attributing gender differences in delinquency to physical and emotional traits (see
Figure 6.1). These theorists recognize that it is the interaction of biological and psy-
chological traits with the social environment that produces delinquency.


Precocious Sexuality Early theorists linked female delinquency to early or
precocious sexuality. According to this view, girls who experience an early onset of
physical maturity are most likely to engage in antisocial behavior.43 Female delin-
quents were believed to be promiscuous and more sophisticated than male delin-
quents.44 Linking female delinquency to sexuality was responsible, in part, for the
view that female delinquency is symptomatic of maladjustment.45


Equating female delinquency purely with sexual activity is no longer taken seri-
ously, but early sexuality has been linked to other problems, such as a higher risk of
teen pregnancy and sexually transmitted diseases.46 Empirical evidence suggests that
girls who reach puberty at an early age are at the highest risk for delinquency.47 One
reason is that “early bloomers” may be more attractive to older adolescent boys, and
increased contact with this high-risk group places the girls in jeopardy for antisocial
behavior. Girls who are more developed relative to their peers are more likely to so-
cialize at an early age and to get involved in deviant behaviors, especially “party de-
viance,” such as drinking, smoking, and substance abuse. Early puberty is most likely
to encourage delinquent activities that occur in the context of socializing with peers
and having romantic relationships with boys.48 The delinquency gap between early
and late bloomers narrows when the latter group reaches sexual maturity and in-
creases in exposure to boys.49 Biological and social factors seem to interact to post-
pone or accelerate female delinquent activity.


Hormonal Effects As you may recall from chapter 3, some biosocial theorists
link antisocial behavior to hormonal influences.50 One view is that hormonal im-
balance may influence aggressive behavior. For example, changes in the level of the
hormone cortisol, which is secreted by the adrenal glands in response to any kind of
physical or psychological stress, has been linked to conduct problems in young girls.51


Another view is that excessive amounts of male hormones (androgens) are re-
lated to delinquency. The androgen most often related to antisocial behavior is
testosterone.52 In general, females who test higher for testosterone are more likely
to engage in stereotypical male behaviors.53 Females who have low androgen levels
are less aggressive than males, whereas those who have elevated levels will take on
characteristically male traits, including aggression.54


Some females are overexposed to male hormones in utero. Females affected this
way may become “constitutionally masculinized.” They may develop abnormal hair
growth, large musculature, low voice, irregular menstrual cycle, and hyperaggressive-
ness; this condition can also develop as a result of steroid use or certain medical dis-
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precocious sexuality
Sexual experimentation in early
adolescence.
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orders.55 Author Diana Fishbein has reviewed the literature in this area and finds
that, after holding constant a variety of factors (including IQ, age, and environment),
females exposed to male hormones in utero are more likely to engage in aggressive
behavior later in life.56


Premenstrual Syndrome Early biotheorists suspected that premenstrual
syndrome (PMS) was a direct cause of the relatively rare instances of female vio-
lence: “For several days prior to and during menstruation, the stereotype has been
that ‘raging hormones’ doom women to irritability and poor judgment—two facets
of premenstrual syndrome.”57 The link between PMS and delinquency was popular-
ized by Katharina Dalton, whose studies of Englishwomen led her to conclude that
females are more likely to commit suicide and be aggressive and otherwise antisocial
before or during menstruation.58


Today there is conflicting evidence on the relationship between PMS and female
delinquency. Diana Fishbein, an expert on biosocial theory, concludes that there is an
association between elevated levels of female aggression and menstruation. Research
shows that a significant number of incarcerated females committed their crimes during
the premenstrual phase, and also that a small percentage of women appear vulnerable
to cyclical hormonal changes that make them more prone to anxiety and hostility.59


Fishbein notes that even though a majority of women do not actually engage in crimi-
nal behavior during their menstrual cycle the evidence does show a link.60 While this
evidence is persuasive, the true relationship between crime and the female menstrual
cycle still remains unknown.61 It is possible that the stress associated with menstrua-
tion produces crime, and it is also possible that the stress of antisocial behavior pro-
duces early menstruation.62


Aggression According to some biosocial theorists, gender differences in the delin-
quency rate can be explained by inborn differences in aggression; males are inherently
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Figure 6.1     Trait Differences in Male and Female Delinquents


•  Disordered care-taking


•  Lack of educational stimulation
    in the home


•  Reading problems


•  A need for remedial education
   by age 10


•  Late maturation


•  An unemployed, criminal, 
   or absent father


A longitudinal study that followed children born on the 
Hawaiian island of Kauai in 1955 for thirty-two years found that 
the most reliable traits for predicting delinquency in boys 
included these:


In addition, boys appeared to be particularly vulnerable to early 
childhood learning problems, leading to school failure. A 
combination of reaching puberty late and lack of a significant 
male role model also encouraged the persistence of antisocial 
behavior throughout adolescence. 


•  A history of minor congenital 
   defects


•  Low development scores by age 2


•  A need for mental health services 
   by age 10


•  Earlier-than-average onset of 
   puberty


In the same longitudinal study, researchers found that 
delinquent girls tend to have the following traits:


Researchers hypothesize that birth defects and slow early 
development could lead to poor self-esteem, whereas early 
sexual development may encourage sexual relationships with 
older males and conflict with parents. 


Source: Felton Earls and Albert Reiss, Breaking the Cycle: Predicting and Preventing Crime (Washington, DC: National Institute of Justice, 1994), pp. 24–25.
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more likely to be aggressive.63 Some psychologists have suggested that these differ-
ences are present very early in life, appearing before socialization can influence be-
havior. Males seem to be more aggressive in all societies for which data are available;
gender differences in aggression can even be found in nonhuman primates.64


Some biosocial theorists argue that gender-based differences in aggression reflect
the dissimilarities in the male and female reproductive systems. Males are more ag-
gressive because they wish to possess as many sex partners as possible to increase
their chances of producing offspring. Females have learned to control their aggres-
sive impulses because having multiple mates does not increase their chances of con-
ception. Instead, females concentrate on acquiring things that will help them rear
their offspring, such as a reliable mate who will supply material resources.65


Contemporary Psychological Views
Because girls are socialized to be less aggressive than boys, it is possible that the
young women who do get involved in antisocial and violent behavior are suffering
from some form of mental anguish or abnormality. Girls are also more likely than
boys to be involved in status offenses such as running away and truancy, behaviors
that suggest underlying psychological distress.


Research indicates that antisocial adolescent girls do suffer a wide variety of psy-
chiatric problems and have dysfunctional and violent relationships.66 Incarcerated
adolescent female offenders have more acute mental health symptoms and psychologi-
cal disturbances than male offenders.67 Female delinquents score high on psychologi-
cal tests measuring such traits as psychopathic deviation, schizophrenia, paranoia, and
psychasthenia (a psychological disorder characterized by phobias, obsessions, compul-
sions, or excessive anxiety).68 Clinical interviews indicate that female delinquents are
significantly more likely than males to suffer from mood disorders, including any dis-
ruptive disorder, major depressive disorder, and separation anxiety disorder.69 For
example, serious female delinquents have been found to have a relatively high inci-
dence of callous-unemotional (CU) traits, an affective disorder described by a lack of
remorse or shame, poor judgment, failure to learn by experience, and chronic lying.70


In sum, there are some experts who believe that female delinquents suffer from psy-
chological deficits ranging from lack of self-control to serious impairments.71


SOCIALIZATION VIEWS
Socialization views are based on the idea that a child’s social development may be the
key to understanding delinquent behavior. If a child experiences impairment, family
disruption, and so on, the child will be more susceptible to delinquent associations
and criminality.


Linking crime rate variations to gender differences in socialization is not a recent
phenomenon. In a 1928 work, The Unadjusted Girl, W. I. Thomas suggested that
some girls who have not been socialized under middle-class family controls can be-
come impulsive thrill seekers. According to Thomas, female delinquency is linked to
the “wish” for luxury and excitement.72 Inequities in social class condemn poor girls
from demoralized families to using sex as a means to gain amusement, pretty clothes,
and other luxuries. Precocious sexuality makes these girls vulnerable to older men,
who lead them down the path to decadence.73


Socialization and Delinquency
Scholars concerned with gender differences in crime are interested in the distinction
between the lifestyles of males and females. Girls may be supervised more closely
than boys. If girls behave in a socially disapproved fashion, their parents may be
more likely to notice. Adults may be more tolerant of deviant behavior in boys and
expect boys to act tough and take risks.74 Closer supervision restricts the opportu-
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nity for crime and the time available to mingle with
delinquent peers. It follows, then, that the adolescent
girl who is growing up in a troubled home and lacks
supervision may be more prone to delinquency.75


Focus on Socialization In the 1950s, a num-
ber of researchers began to focus on gender-specific
socialization patterns. They made three assumptions
about gender differences in socialization: families exert
a more powerful influence on girls than on boys; girls
do not form close same-sex friendships but compete
with their peers; and female criminals are primarily
sexual offenders. First, parents are stricter with girls
because they perceive them as needing control. In
some families, adolescent girls rebel against strict con-
trols. In others, where parents are absent or unavail-
able, girls may turn to the streets for companionship.
Second, girls rarely form close relationships with fe-
male peers because they view them as rivals for males
who would make eligible marriage partners.76 Instead,
girls enter into affairs with older men who exploit
them, involve them in sexual deviance, and father their
illegitimate children.77 The result is prostitution, drug
abuse, and marginal lives. Their daughters repeat this
pattern in a never-ending cycle of exploitation.


Broken Homes/Fallen Women A number
of experts share emphasis on the family as a primary
influence on delinquent behavior. Male delinquents


were portrayed as rebels who esteemed “toughness,”“excitement,” and other lower-
class values. Males succumbed to the lure of delinquency when they perceived few
legitimate opportunities. In contrast, female delinquents were portrayed as troubled
adolescents who suffered inadequate home lives, and more often than not, were
victims of sexual and physical abuse. Ruth Morris described delinquent girls as
unattractive youths who reside in homes marked by family tensions.78 In The
Delinquent Girl (1970), Clyde Vedder and Dora Somerville suggest that female
delinquency is usually a problem of adjustment to family pressure; an estimated
75 percent of institutionalized girls have family problems.79 They also suggest that
girls have serious problems in a male-dominated culture with rigid and sometimes
unfair social practices.


Other early efforts linked “rebellious” behavior to sexual conflicts in the home.80


Broken or disrupted homes were found to predict female delinquency.81 Females pe-
titioned to juvenile court were more likely than males to be charged with ungovern-
able behavior and sex offenses. They also were more likely to reside in single-parent
homes.82 Studies of incarcerated juveniles found that most of the male delinquents
were incarcerated for burglary and other theft-related offenses, but female delinquents
tended to be involved in incorrigibility and sex offenses. The conclusion: boys became
delinquent to demonstrate their masculinity; girls were delinquent because of hostility
toward parents and a consequent need to obtain attention from others.83


Contemporary Socialization Views
Investigators continue to support the view that female delinquents have more dys-
functional home lives than male offenders.84 Institutionalized girls tell of lives filled
with severe physical and sexual abuse. In addition to tragic home lives, delinquent
girls report social experiences that were frustrating or even degrading.85
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According to contemporary socialization views, if a girl grows
up in an atmosphere of sexual tension, where hostility exists
between her parents or where the parents are absent, she likely
will turn to outside sources for affection and support. In their
reaction to loneliness, frustration, and parental hostility, girls
begin to engage in the same activities as boys: staying out late
at night, drinking, partying, and riding around with their friends.
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Girls seem to be more deeply affected than boys by child abuse, and the link be-
tween abuse and female delinquency seems stronger than it is for male delinquency.86


A significant amount of female delinquency can be traced to abuse in the home.87


Meda Chesney-Lind, a prominent feminist scholar, has described this association:
“Young women on the run from homes characterized by sexual abuse and parental
neglect are forced, by the very statutes designed to protect them, into the life of an
escaped convict.”88 Girls may be forced into a life of sexual promiscuity because their
sexual desirability makes them a valuable commodity for families living on the edge.
For example, girls may be “lent out” to drug dealers so their parents or partners can
get high. Girls on the streets are encouraged to sell their bodies because they have little
else of value to trade.89 Many of these girls may find themselves pregnant at a very
young age. A number of programs have been created to help prevent teen pregnancy
and to help girls who find themselves pregnant. This is the topic of the above Prevent-
ing and Treating Delinquency feature.


There is a significant body of literature linking abusive home lives to gang participa-
tion and crime. Joan Moore’s analysis of gang girls in East Los Angeles found that many
came from troubled homes. Sixty-eight percent of the girls she interviewed were afraid
of their fathers, and 55 percent reported fear of their mothers.90 Many of the girls re-
ported that their parents were overly strict and controlling, despite the fact that they
engaged in criminality themselves. Moore also details accounts of sexual abuse; about
30 percent of the girls reported that family members had made sexual advances.91 Emily


146 C H A P T E R  6


Preventing Teen Pregnancy
Girls who become pregnant during their teen years often find
themselves on a rocky road. Many drop out of school, believ-
ing they will not be able to handle being a mother and a stu-
dent at the same time. Those who do drop out find themselves
without the necessary skills and educational degree they need
to obtain adequate employment. They may sink into persistent
poverty, managing to survive on meager state support. Their
plight is often intergenerational: children of teen parents are
also more likely to suffer educational deficiencies and be kept
back in school, and are more likely to eventually drop out;
their daughters are similarly significantly more likely to be-
come teen mothers than the offspring of women who are
older, married, and living in two-parent households. For these
reasons, juvenile justice experts believe it is critical to help teen
moms continue with their high school education while receiv-
ing help in developing their parenting skills. A number of
programs have been created to reach this objective.


LEAP
One teen parenting program that has been popular is the
Ohio-based Learning, Earning, and Parenting program
(LEAP). The LEAP program aims at requiring teen moms
either to attend high school or to attempt to earn a GED in
order to attain financial assistance from the state’s Aid to
Families with Dependant Children (AFDC). They are also
awarded an additional monthly stipend if they attend school
and have an equal amount deducted if they drop out. Upon
graduation, they are awarded an additional stipend.


The LEAP program strives to help teens continue their
high school education, gain employment skills, and also
learn effective parenting skills. Evaluations show that the
program does in fact increase participants’ school enrollment
and attendance. However, graduation rates increased only for
those teen moms who were already enrolled in school when
the program was implemented, not for those who entered
after the program was announced. Nonetheless, four-year
follow-up tests indicate that the program can be a big help,
especially in boosting employment among these teens.


LEAP has proven so successful that it is being adopted
in Canada. The Canadian program requires that each teen
complete high school credits and take thirty-five hours
of parenting classes. Once both these requirements are
completed, teens are awarded $500, which can be put away
toward further education for themselves or for the child’s
future education.


GRADS 
The Graduation, Reality, and Dual-Role Skills (GRADS)
program is a voluntary program for pregnant teenagers or
teen parents who are in the seventh through twelfth grades.
Also developed in Ohio, GRADS comprises four main areas:
pregnancy, parenting, balancing work and family, and secu-
rity and happiness. Participants attend classes taught by
licensed and certified instructors. They are also placed in
individual counseling and participate in group sessions with
other teen parents. In addition, guest speakers from different
organizations, such as Planned Parenthood, come in to
enrich the classroom experience.


Preventing and Treating Delinquency
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Gaarder and Joanne Belknap’s interviews with young women sent to adult prisons indi-
cated that most had endured prolonged sexual abuse and violence. For example, Lisa,
a young White woman serving time for attempted murder, had used drugs, alcohol, and
joined gangs to escape the pain and troubles of her home life. Her mother was an alco-
holic, and her father a convicted rapist. She had been sexually and physically abused by
her stepfather from the ages of nine to eleven. Soon after, Lisa began skipping school,
started using alcohol, and took acid. She joined a gang when she was twelve.“They were
like a family to me,” she told Gaarder and Belknap.“But I became involved in a lot of
stuff. . . . I got high a lot, I robbed people, burglarized homes, stabbed people, and was
involved in drive-bys.”At age fifteen, she stabbed a woman in a fight. She is serving
seven to fifteen years for the crime. She made this statement:


I had just gotten out of this group home. The lady I stabbed had been messing with
my sister’s fiancé. This woman [had] a bunch of my sister’s stuff, like her stereo and
VCR, so me, my sister, her fiancé, and my boyfriend went over to pick up the stuff.
We were all getting high beforehand. When we got to the house, my sister and I went
in. . . . They [her sister and the victim] started fighting over him, and I started stab-
bing her with a knife. I always carried a knife with me because I was in a gang.92


In summary, the socialization approach holds that family interaction is the key to
understanding female delinquency. If a girl grows up in an atmosphere of sexual ten-
sion, where hostility exists between her parents, or where her parents are absent, she is
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The GRADS program is aimed at strengthening the teens’
bond to society. So far, it appears to be a success. Where the
national dropout rate for teen mothers is approximately
60 percent, for those involved with the GRADS program it
hovers around 14 percent. Repeat pregnancies among teen
moms in the program have also dropped; 13 percent of those
involved with the GRADS program became pregnant again,
whereas 29 percent of those not in the program had additional
pregnancies. In fact, the program has proven so successful that
it is now implemented in 80 percent of Ohio’s school districts
and seventeen other states have adopted the program.


ROAD
Reaching Out to Adolescent Dads (ROAD), is a Virginia-
based program that targets young fathers between the ages
of thirteen and twenty.


The program strives to help these boys continue their
education by encouraging high school attendance or partici-
pation in a GED program. ROAD helps participants develop
job skills and explore career opportunities. Teens are taught
to accept responsibility and are educated on preventing
further pregnancies. The program teaches participants the
importance of father-child relationships and educates them
on parenting skills that will benefit them in caring for their
child. The program helps them understand the importance
of paying child support.


Evaluations suggest that ROAD is successful in increas-
ing paternal levels of responsibility, improves school perfor-
mance, helps participants gain employment, and also reduces
the chances of these teens fathering more children.


CRITICAL THINKING
Do programs that help kids deal with teen pregnancy perhaps
encourage them to have even more children while giving oth-
ers, who are not yet parents, the impression that having chil-
dren while they are still in school is not such a bad thing? Do
you believe that these programs may actually increase the
number of kids born to teen parents?


INFOTRAC COLLEGE EDITION RESEARCH 
Can spirituality reduce the incidence of precocious


sex? Go to InfoTrac College Edition and read Willa Doswell,
Malick Kouyate, and Jerome Taylor, “The Role of Spirituality
in Preventing Early Sexual Behavior,” American Journal of
Health Studies 18:195–203 (2003).


Sources: Mike Bauer and Lorraine Graham-Watson, “Learning, Earn-
ing, and Parenting Program (LEAP)—2001 Progress Report” (Ontario,
Canada: Regional Municipality of Niagara, Social Assistance and Em-
ployment Opportunities Division, 2001), pp. 1–3; LEAP Final Report
on Ohio’s Welfare Initiative to Improve School Attendance Among Teen-
age Parents (New York: Manpower Demonstration Research Corpora-
tion, 1997); “Learning, Earning, and Parenting Program” (Ontario,
Canada: Ministry of Community, Family and Children’s Services,
2003), pp. 29–30; U.S. Department of Education, “Compendium of
School-Based and School-Linked Programs for Pregnant and Parent-
ing Adolescents.” National Institute on Early Childhood Development
and Education. Office of Educational Research and Improvement
(Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education, 1999); ROAD
Program, “Reaching Out to Adolescent Dads.” www.parenting
resources.ncjrs.org/familydynamics/teenparent.html, 2002.
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likely to turn to outside sources for support. Girls are expected to follow narrowly
defined behavioral patterns. In contrast, it is not unusual for boys to stay out late,
drive around with friends, or get involved in other unstructured behaviors linked to
delinquency. If in reaction to loneliness and parental hostility, girls engage in the same
“routine activities” as boys (staying out late, partying, and riding around with
friends), they run the risk of engaging in similar types of delinquent behavior.93


The socialization approach holds that a poor home life is likely to have an even
more damaging effect on females than on males. Because girls are less likely than
boys to have close-knit peer associations, they are more likely to need close parental
relationships to retain emotional stability. In fact, girls may become sexually in-
volved with boys to receive support from them, a practice that tends to magnify
their problems.


LIBERAL FEMINIST VIEWS
The feminist movement has, from its origins, fought to help women break away
from their traditional roles and gain economic, educational, and social advancement.
There is little question that the women’s movement has revised the way women per-
ceive their roles in society, and it has altered the relationships of women to many
social institutions.


Liberal feminism has influenced thinking about delinquency. According to lib-
eral feminists, females are less delinquent than males because their social roles pro-
vide fewer opportunities to commit crime. As the roles of women become more
similar to those of men, so will their crime patterns. Female criminality is motivated
by the same influences as male criminality. According to Freda Adler’s important
book Sisters in Crime (1975), by striving for independence women have begun to
alter the institutions that had protected males in their traditional positions of
power.94 Adler argued that female delinquency would be affected by the changing
role of women. As females entered new occupations and participated in sports, poli-
tics, and other traditionally male endeavors, they would also become involved in
crimes that had heretofore been male-oriented; delinquency rates would then con-
verge. She noted that girls were becoming increasingly involved in traditionally
masculine crimes such as gang activity and fighting.


Adler predicted that the women’s movement would produce steeper increases in
the rate of female delinquency because it created an environment in which the roles
of girls and boys converge. She predicted that the changing female role would pro-
duce female criminals who are similar to their male counterparts.95


Support for Liberal Feminism
A number of studies support the feminist view of gender differences in delinquency.96


More than twenty years ago, Rita James Simon explained how the increase in female
criminality is a function of the changing role of women. She claimed that as women
were empowered economically and socially, they would be less likely to feel dependent
and oppressed. Consequently, they would be less likely to attack their traditional tar-
gets: their husbands, their lovers, or even their own children.97 Instead, their new role
as breadwinner might encourage women to engage in traditional male crimes, such
as larceny and car theft.


Simon’s view has been supported in part by research showing a significant corre-
lation between the women’s rights movement and the female crime rate.98 If 1966 is
used as a jumping-off point (because the National Organization for Women was
founded in that year), there are indications that patterns of serious female crime
(robbery and auto theft) correlate with indicators of female emancipation (the di-
vorce rate and participation in the labor force). Although this research does not
prove that female crime is related to social change, it identifies behavior patterns
that support that hypothesis.
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liberal feminism
Asserts that females are less delin-
quent than males because their
social roles provide them with
fewer opportunities to commit
crimes; as the roles of girls and
women become more similar to
those of boys and men, so too
will their crime patterns.


critical feminists
Hold that gender inequality stems
from the unequal power of men
and women and the subsequent
exploitation of women by men;
the cause of female delinquency
originates with the onset of male
supremacy and the efforts of males
to control females’ sexuality.
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In addition to these efforts, self-report studies support the liberal feminist view
by showing that gender differences in delinquency are fading; that is, the delinquent
acts committed most and least often by girls are nearly identical to those reported
most and least often by boys.99 The pattern of female delinquency, if not the extent,
is now similar to that of male delinquency,100 and with few exceptions the factors
that seem to motivate both male and female criminality seem similar.101 For exam-
ple, research shows that economic disadvantages are felt equally by both male and
female residents.102


As the sex roles of males and females have become less distinct, their offending
patterns have become more similar. Girls may be committing crimes to gain eco-
nomic advancement and not because they lack parental support. Both of these pat-
terns were predicted by liberal feminists.


Critiques of Liberal Feminism
Not all delinquency experts believe changing sex roles influence crime rates. Some
argue that the delinquent behavior patterns of girls have remained static and have
not been influenced by the women’s movement. Females involved in violent crime
more often than not have some connection to a male partner who influences their
behavior. One study of women who kill in the course of their involvement in the
drug trade found that they kill on behalf of a man or out of fear of a man.103


Others dispute that changes in female delinquency rates relate to the feminist
movement. Self-report studies show that female participation in most crime has
remained stable for the past ten years.104 It is possible that the women’s movement
has not influenced crime rates as much as previously thought.105 Perhaps the greater
participation by females in the Uniform Crime Report (UCR) arrest data is more a
function of how police are treating females than an actual change in female behavior
patterns.


CRITICAL FEMINIST VIEWS
A number of writers take a more critical view of gender differences in crime. These
scholars can be categorized as critical feminists (sometimes known as Marxist femi-
nists) who believe gender inequality stems from the unequal power of men and
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According to liberal feminists,
females are less delinquent than
males because their social roles
provide them with fewer oppor-
tunities to commit crime. As the
roles of girls and women be-
come more similar to those of
males, so too will their crime
patterns. Female criminality is
actually motivated by the same
crime-producing influences as
male criminality. The fact that
female delinquency is rising
at a faster rate than male de-
linquency reflects the conver-
gence of their social roles.
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women in a capitalist society and the exploitation of females by fathers and husbands:
under capitalism, women are a “commodity” like land or money.106 Female delin-
quency originates with the onset of male supremacy (patriarchy), the subordination
of women, male aggression, and the efforts of men to control females sexually.107


Critical feminists focus on the social forces that shape girls’ lives.108 They
attempt to show how the sexual victimization of girls is often a function of male
socialization and that young males learn to be exploitive of women. James Messer-
schmidt, an influential feminist scholar, has formulated a theoretical model to show
how misguided concepts of “masculinity” flow from the inequities built into “patri-
archal capitalism.” Men dominate business in capitalist societies, and males who
cannot function well within its parameters are at risk for crime. Women are inher-
ently powerless in such a society, and their crimes reflect their limited access to both
legitimate and illegitimate opportunity.109 It is not surprising that research surveys
have found that 90 percent of adolescent girls are sexually harassed in school, with
almost 30 percent reporting having been psychologically pressured to “do something
sexual,” and 10 percent physically forced into sexual behaviors.110


According to the critical feminist view, male exploitation acts as a trigger for
female delinquent behavior. Female delinquents recount being so severely harassed
at school that they were forced to carry knives. Some reported that boyfriends—men
sometimes in their thirties—who “knew how to treat a girl” would draw them into
criminal activity such as drug trafficking, which eventually entangled them in the
justice system.111


When female adolescents run away and use drugs, they may be reacting to abuse at
home or at school. Their attempts at survival are then labeled delinquent.112 Research
shows that a significant number of girls who are victims of sexual and other forms of
abuse later engage in delinquency.113 All too often, school officials ignore complaints
made by female students. Young girls therefore may feel trapped and desperate.


Crime and Patriarchy
A number of theoretical models have attempted to use a critical or Marxist feminist
perspective to explain gender differences in delinquency. For example, in Capitalism,
Patriarchy, and Crime, Marxist James Messerschmidt argues that capitalist society
is characterized by both patriarchy and class conflict. Capitalists control workers,
and men control women, both economically and biologically.114 This “double mar-
ginality” explains why females in a capitalist society commit fewer crimes than
males: they are isolated in the family and have fewer opportunities to engage in
elite deviance (white-collar and economic crimes); they are also denied access to
male-dominated street crimes. Because capitalism renders women powerless, they
are forced to commit less serious crimes such as abusing drugs.


Power-Control Theory
John Hagan and his associates have speculated that gender differences in delinquency
are a function of class differences that influence family life. Hagan, who calls his view
power-control theory, suggests that class influences delinquency by controlling the
quality of family life.115 In paternalistic families, fathers assume the role of bread-
winners and mothers have menial jobs or remain at home. Mothers are expected to
control the behavior of their daughters while granting greater freedom to sons. The
parent-daughter relationship can be viewed as a preparation for the “cult of domes-
ticity,” which makes daughters’ involvement in delinquency unlikely. Hence, males
exhibit a higher degree of delinquent behavior than their sisters.


In egalitarian families—in which the husband and wife share similar positions
of power at home and in the workplace—daughters gain a kind of freedom that
reflects reduced parental control. These families produce daughters whose law-
violating behaviors mirror those of their brothers. Ironically, these kinds of rela-
tionships also occur in households with absent fathers. Similarly, Hagan and his
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power-control theory
Holds that gender differences in
the delinquency rate are a function
of class differences and economic
conditions that influence the
structure of family life.


egalitarian families
Husband and wife share power at
home; daughters gain a kind of
freedom similar to that of sons
and their law-violating behaviors
mirror those of their brothers.
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associates found that when both fathers and mothers hold equally valued managerial
positions the similarity between the rates of their daughters’ and sons’ delinquency is
greatest. Therefore, middle-class girls are most likely to violate the law because they
are less closely controlled than lower-class girls.


Research conducted by Hagan and his colleagues has tended to support the core
relationship between family structure and gender differences in delinquency.116


However, some of the basic premises of power-control theory, such as the relation-
ship between social class and delinquency, have been challenged. For example, some
critics have questioned the assumption that upper-class youths may engage in more
petty delinquency than lower-class youths because they are brought up to be “risk
takers” who do not fear the consequences of their misdeeds.117


Power-control theory encourages a new approach to the study of delinquency,
one that addresses gender differences, class position, and family structure. It also
helps explain the relative increase in female delinquency by stressing the significance
of changing feminine roles. With the increase in single-parent homes, the patterns
Hagan has identified may change. The decline of the patriarchal family may produce
looser family ties on girls, changing sex roles, and increased delinquency. Ironically,
this raises an interesting dilemma: the daughters of successful and powerful mothers
are more at risk for delinquency than the daughters of stay-at-home moms! How-
ever, as sociologist Christopher Uggen points out, there may be a bright side to this
dilemma: the daughters of independent working mothers may not only be more
likely to commit delinquent acts but also be encouraged to take prosocial risks such
as engaging in athletic competition and breaking into traditional male-dominated
occupations such as policing and the military.118


GENDER AND THE JUVENILE JUSTICE SYSTEM
Gender differences not only have an effect on crime patterns but also may have a
significant impact on the way children are treated by the juvenile justice system.
Several feminist scholars argue that girls are not only the victims of injustice at home
but also risk being victimized by agents of the justice system.


Are girls still “victims” of the juvenile justice system? Meda Chesney-Lind’s well-
regarded research found that police are more likely to arrest female adolescents for


✔ Checkpoints
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According to power-control
theory, when girls grow up in
egalitarian families, where the
husband and the wife share
similar positions of power at
home and in the workplace,
they achieve freedom and
independence.
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Checkpoints
✔ There are a variety of views on why


girls become delinquent and why
there are gender differences in the
crime rate.


✔ At one time it was believed that
girls were naturally less aggressive
and female criminals were a bio-
logical aberration.


✔ Some experts still believe that
hormonal differences can explain
why males are more aggressive.


✔ Some experts believe that males
are more aggressive because they
have evolved that way to secure
mates.


✔ Under some circumstances females
may act more aggressively than
males.


✔ Some experts believe that girls
have been socialized to be less
violent.


✔ Female delinquents may be the
product of a destructive home life,
rebelling against abusive parents.


✔ The liberal feminist view is that
girls did not have the same oppor-
tunities to commit crime as boys
and that rising female crime
rates represent changing life
circumstances.


✔ Critical feminists see female delin-
quency as a function of male
domination and abuse.


To quiz yourself on this
material, go to questions
6.6–6.20 on the Juvenile


Delinquency: The Core 2e Web site.
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sexual activity and to ignore the same behavior among male delinquents.119 Girls
were also more likely to be sent to a detention facility before trial, and the length of
their detention averaged three times that of boys. Girls are far more likely than boys
to be picked up by police for status offenses and are more likely to be kept in deten-
tion for such offenses.120


Girls, more than boys, are still disadvantaged if their behavior is viewed as morally
incorrect by government officials or if they are considered beyond parental control.121


Recent research conducted by John MacDonald and Meda Chesney-Lind found that
the juvenile justice system still categorizes female offenders into two distinct groups:
girls who momentarily strayed from the “good girl” path and are therefore deserving
of solicitous, humanitarian treatment, and dangerously wayward girls who have seri-
ous problems and must therefore be kept under strict control lest they stray further.122


Girls may also be feeling the brunt of the more punitive policies now being used
in the juvenile justice system. For example, when Chesney-Lind and Vickie Paramore
analyzed data from the City and County of Honolulu they found that tougher juve-
nile justice standards meant that more cases were being handled formally in the juve-
nile justice system.123 While girls are actually committing fewer violent crimes, they
are more likely to become enmeshed in the grasp of the juvenile justice system. Once
in the system, they may receive fewer benefits and services than their male counter-
parts. Institutionalized girls report that they are given fewer privileges and less space,
equipment, programs, and treatment than institutionalized boys.124


Girls may still be subject to harsh punishments if they are considered danger-
ously immoral. Girls are significantly more likely to be arrested on status offense
charges than boys.125 However, the arrest rates for girls show that girls are charged
with status offenses more often than boys because some of the behaviors they are
participating in are considered negative when perpetrated by a female but would not
gain official attention if engaged in by a male.126


There still appears to be an association between male standards of “beauty” and
sexual behavior: criminal justice professionals may look on attractive girls who en-
gage in sexual behavior more harshly, overlooking some of the same behaviors in less
attractive girls. In some jurisdictions, girls are still being incarcerated for status of-
fenses because their behavior does not measure up to concepts of “proper” female
behavior.127 Even though girls are still less likely to be arrested than boys, those who
fail to measure up to stereotypes of proper female behavior are more likely to be
sanctioned than male offenders.128


Why do these differences persist? Perhaps because correctional authorities con-
tinue to subscribe to stereotyped beliefs about the needs of young girls. Writing in
1998 with Randall Shelden, Meda Chesney-Lind found that court officials and policy-
makers still show a lack of concern about girls’ victimization and instead are more
concerned with controlling their behavior than addressing the factors that brought
them to the attention of the juvenile justice system in the first place.129


152 C H A P T E R  6


• The relationship between gender and delinquency has
become a topic of considerable interest to criminologists.


• At one time, attention was directed solely at male of-
fenders and the rare female delinquent was considered
an oddity. The nature and extent of female delinquent
activities have changed, and girls are now engaging in
more frequent and serious illegal activity.


• Sociologists and psychologists recognize that there are
differences in attitudes, values, and behavior between
boys and girls.


• There are cognitive differences. Females process infor-
mation differently than males do and have different
cognitive and physical strengths. These differences may,
in part, explain gender differences in delinquency.


• Girls are socialized differently, which causes them
to internalize rather than externalize anger and
aggression.


• There are also psychological differences between the
sexes. Girls may actually be at risk for a greater level
of mental anguish than boys.


SUMMARY
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• There are a number of different views of female
delinquency.


• Trait views are concerned with biological and psycho-
logical differences between the sexes. Early efforts by
Cesare Lombroso and his followers placed the blame
for delinquency on physical differences between males
and females. Girls who were delinquent had inherent
masculine characteristics.


• Contemporary trait theorists view girls’ psychological
makeup and hormonal and physical characteristics
as key to their delinquent behavior.


• Socialization has also been identified as a cause of
delinquency. Males are socialized to be tough and
aggressive, females to be passive and obedient.


• Early socialization views portrayed the adolescent
female offender as a troubled girl who lacked love at
home and supportive peer relations.


• These theories treated female delinquents as sexual
offenders whose criminal activities were linked to
destructive relationships with men.


• Contemporary socialization views continue to depict
female delinquents as being raised in hellish homes
where they are victims of sexual and physical abuse.


• More recent views of gender and delinquency incorpo-
rate the changes brought about by the women’s move-
ment. Liberal feminists argue that, as the roles of women
change, so will their crime patterns. Although a number
of studies support this view, some theorists question its
validity. The female crime rate has increased, and female
delinquency patterns now resemble those of males, but
the gender gap has not narrowed after more than two
decades.


• Critical feminists view female delinquency as a func-
tion of patriarchy and the mistreatment and exploita-
tion of females in a male-dominated society.


• Hagan’s power-control theory helps us understand
why these differences exist and whether change may
be coming.


• The treatment girls receive by the juvenile justice sys-
tem has also been the subject of debate. Originally, it
was thought that police protected girls from the stigma
of a delinquency label. Contemporary criminologists
charge, however, that girls are discriminated against by
agents of the justice system.


masculinity hypothesis, p. 136
gender-schema theory, p. 139
chivalry hypothesis, p. 141


precocious sexuality, p. 142
liberal feminism, p. 148
critical feminists, p. 148


power-control theory, p. 150
egalitarian families, p. 150


KEY TERMS


1. Are girls delinquent for different reasons than boys?
Do girls have a unique set of problems?


2. As sex roles become more homogenous, do you believe
female delinquency will become identical to male
delinquency in rate and type?


3. Does the sexual double standard still exist?


4. Are lower-class girls more strictly supervised than
upper- and middle-class girls? Is control stratified
across class lines?


5. Are girls the victims of unfairness at the hands of the
justice system, or do they benefit from “chivalry?”


QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION


As the principal of a northeastern junior high school, you
get a call from a parent who is disturbed because he has
heard a rumor that the student literary digest plans to
publish a story with a sexual theme. The work is written by
a junior high school girl who became pregnant during the
year and underwent an abortion. You ask for and receive
a copy of the narrative.


The girl’s story is actually a cautionary tale of young
love that results in an unwanted pregnancy. The author
details the abusive home life that led her to engage in an


intimate relationship with another student, her pregnancy,
her conflict with her parents, her decision to abort, and the
emotional turmoil that the incident created. She tells stu-
dents to use contraception if they are sexually active and
recommends appropriate types of birth control. There
is nothing provocative or sexually explicit in the work.


Some teachers argue that girls should not be allowed
to read this material because it has sexual content from
which they must be protected, and that in a sense it advo-
cates defiance of parents. Also, some parents may object to


APPLYING WHAT YOU HAVE LEARNED
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a story about precocious sexuality because they fear it may
encourage their children to “experiment.” Such behavior
is linked to delinquency and drug abuse. Those who advo-
cate publication believe that girls have a right to read
about such important issues and decide on their own
course of action.


• Should you force the story’s deletion because its theme
is essentially sexual and controversial? 


• Should you allow publication because it deals with the
subject matter in a mature fashion?


• Do you think reading and learning about sexual matters
encourages or discourages experimentation in sexuality? 


• Should young girls be protected from such material?
Would it cause them damage?


• Inequalities still exist in the way boys and girls are
socialized by their parents and treated by social insti-
tutions. Do these gender differences also manifest
themselves in the delinquency rate? What effect do
gender roles have on behavior choices?


To help you answers these questions and to find out more
information on the gender of status offenders, click on Web
Links under the Chapter Resources at http://cj.wadsworth
.com/siegel_jdcore2e. Then go to the Web site for Hazel-
wood School District et al. v. Kuhlmeier et al. and other
landmark cases; go also to the National Scholastic Press


Association and the high school journalism Web site to
read more about school news and censorship issues.


Pro/Con discussions and Viewpoint Essays on some of the topics in
this chapter may be found at the Opposing Viewpoints Resource
Center: www.gale.com/OpposingViewpoints.


DOING RESEARCH ON THE WEB
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