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Why do kids become delinquent: A comparison of explanations given by probation
officers, minors and their families

Many formal theories of juvenile delingquency exist, but little is known
about the causal explanations of the people who are actually involved in the
juvenile justice system. This paper is an empirical application of some of
the major hypotheses in nttribution theory. It compares how minors, their
families, ond probation officers view the couses of delincuency. Empirical
data on the causal perceptions of these three groups was collected in a
guestionnaire study.

Theory .

Attribution theory locks at the process by which people assign the causes
of behavior to internal or external factors (Heider, 1958). Internal factors
are causes within the individual who is behaving, such as his motivation and
ability. External factors are causes outside the individual, such as his
family or the society he lives in. 1 Many conditions have been found to
influence the attribution process. Some of the conditions that will be examined
here are the role perspective of the attributor, i.e., whether he is an actor
or observer, the perception of the attributed event as success or failure, the
type and seriocusness of the attributed event, and important background factors
of both: the attributor and the person whose behavior is being perceived.

A person making a self-attribution of own behavior is called an actor,
while a person meking an attribution of some else's behavior is called an
observer. According to Jones and Nisbett (1971} actors have a tendency to
make externnl attributions, while observers have a tendency to mgke internal
attributions. 2 This paper will examine whether minors tend to see their
behavior as externally caused, while their families and probation officers
see the minors' behavior as internally caused. However, although both the

#mily and the probation officers are observers of the minor's behavior, they
do have a different relationship to the actor. Thus, the family might see
their child's behavior as reflecting upon their own image, and in a sense see

themselves more as actors than as observers. This paper will therefore also
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made. Possibly, familes may be more likely to make internal attributions
"excusing" the child, while probation officers may be more likely to see the
minor as personally responsible for his actions.

The tendency for minors to make external attributions of their delinquent
behavior may be further enhanced by the negative aspects of a delinquent act.
Attribution studies have shown that actors tend to attribute successful behavior
to themselves, while they tend to attribute failure to factors outside them-
selves (Frieze and Weiner, 1971). Moreover, when two persons are involved
in an interactive relationship such as a minor on probation and his supervising
probation officers, there is alsc a tendency to attribute the causes of any
negative behavior to the other person, (Johnson and Feigenbaum, 1965).,4 This
is often referred to as the "autistic tendency" in attributions. (Hastorf, 1968).
A minor's failure to become rehabilitated could reflect negatively both on the
probation officer and the minor, and each of them may try to blame the other
for the lack of success. This paper then will study whether minors who view
delinquency as a negative behavior will attribute it differently from those
who see it as positive behavior, and whether probation officers will blame the
minor more for his delinquency the more™involved he becomes with the juvenile
justice sgystem.

Attribution studies further suggest that the more serious the consequences
of an act, the more likely people are to see it as being internally caused,
even when other factors are held constant (Walster, 1966, Burglass, 1968)°5
This paper will therefore examine whether the minor is considered more guilty
the more serious his offense.

Finally, important background factors of the person who is making the
attribution and the person being perceived, may affect the attribution
outcome. In particular, the class and sex backgroundhkiave been found to affect
the attribution process. Thibaut and Riecken (1955) found that lower status
persons were seen as being more subject to environmental factors than were
upper status persons°6 This paper will explore whether different explanations
of delinquency is given for minors with different class backgrounds. Similarly,
Deaux (1974) reports a series of étudies where the sex of the person perceived
as well as the sex-role expectations associated with the perceived event have
been found to affect the attributionso7 This paper will therefore also study

whether female and male delinquency are given different explanations.
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The sex, class and educational background of the families and probation officers
may importantly influence how they perceive the causes of juvenile delinquency.
Among probation officers; their position, length of time as probation officers
and case load may also affect their views. This paper will thus. examine whether
these background factors cause any systematic variations in how juvenile

delinquency is explained.

Method
a. Procedure

A questionnaire study investigatirnig how probation officers, minors and
minors' families pefceive the causes of delinquency was conducted through a
county juvenile probation department. This probation department is sitaated
in a large, suburban county. It is staffed by 150 probation officers. Permission
to do the data-gathering was granted by the chief probation officer as well as
the presiding judge of tne juvenile court. In addition, a waiver of privacy
consent was obtained from the parents of each minor who filled out the
questionnaire, due to the legally protected privacy of this information.

The data on the probation officers was obtained by administering the
questionnaire at the weekly unit meetings for the probation officers and their
supervisors. The author first contacted the supervisor, then went to each of
the unit meetings to give out the questionnaire and explain the study. Typically,
the questionnaire was filled out immediately, and a discussion of the study
followed.,

The data from the minors and their families were obtained in two ways:

1) probation officers in one of the units volunteered to hand out the ques-
tionnaire to minors after parental permission was granted and to parents who
wished to participate, and 2) the author sat in the juvenile court waiting
area and gave out questionnaires to waiting families and minors who wished

to participatea9 In the first setting, care was taken to ensure the participants
that the information would not be seen by the prcebation department, and in both

settings the participants were ensured of total confidentialitys

b. Subjects

’

One hundred and one probation officers completed the questionnaire. In all
there were 150 probation officers in this department. However, the data was

collected during the summer vacation, and no attempt was made to reach those
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robation
to participate Sixtyseven and three tenths percent of all the p
o °
officers participated.
73 were male and 28 were

Two of the

Of the 101 probation offlcers,
were deputy officerse.

Probation Officers.

i d 86
Thirteen were supervisors an .
30 were in the age group 26-30, 34 were 1in

and 16 were over 40 years olde

female.
probation officers were under 25,
1 - 0 .roup,

up 31-35, 18 in the 36-40 g \

o ot : d 0-1years as probation officers, 20 had

3 ficers had worke
Three probation of and 33 had worked over 10 yearse.

worked 2-5 years, 43 had worked 5-10 years,

; lor's degree
Thirtyfive probation officers had Master's degrees, 98 had a Bache q :

. s "
Fiftythree had a B.A..in social sciences, while 45 had 1

and 3 had no BeoA.
in other disciplines.

it in other disciplines.

Fourteen had an MoA. in social sciences, while 19 had

The monthly case load varied greatly with no cases

at all for supervisors, to 99 armonth.

i i re male
Sixtyeight minors completed the questionnalreo Of these 46 we

ts
(No attempt was made to record the refusal rate of paren

The age of the minors varied from 12 to 18,

Minors.
and 22 were female.
or minors-but it appeared low) .

however most of the respondents were 1

The respondents were ing
b

n the age group 14 through 17, with 82%

13-17 rades 7 through 12, with 11th
in the age group 1lo-1/e

the most represented. .
T e ed by the probation officers were all on

The minors who were contacted in the court walting

The minors who were contact

formal or informal probation.

be put on probation or already on such probation.

area were elther waiting to
were included in the study.

i i ses '
e evoten b brought them within the description

i that
the juvenile system because of behavior e Cate " on dovenehey
Institu °
i or 602 of the Welfare and ‘
o et Among the minors who answered the ques-

study.
cases were excluded from the Y ses, 13.7% for running

tionnaire, 54.9% were on probation for property offen

% for drug
i igibili 2% for truancy, and 2%
away from home, 13.7% for incorrigibility,

i e courte
The rest did not indicate why they were on probation or in th

violatione. N
Most of the minors came from families where bo
Thirtyfour and two tenths percent of
g% of the mothers were skilled or
Fortyone and two tenths percent

parents had completed high

the father were skilled
school or more.

workers, 44.7% professionals‘y and 21.

i hile 21.7% were housewives.
B e = job as adults, 17.6% wanted a

indi hey wanted.
professicnal training, while 41.,2% did not indicate what they

. illed
of the minors said they wanted a ski Several

The subjects were all in -
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said they wanted to become famous rock and roll stars or rich, professional

athletes. Thirtyfour percent of the minors were brought to the Probation

Department by thelr parents, 50.9% by the police, and 5.5% by others. Fifty
percent of the minors came from families with both parents living at home,

‘while the other 50% came from broken families. Twentyfive percent lived

with mother alone, 10.3% lived with father alone, 14.7% lived with one parent
and another person, 1.5% lived with foster parents, and 4.4% lived with others.

Families. Fiftyseven parents participated in the study. Of these 44 (77.2%)
were mothers, and 10 (17.5%) were fathers, 1 (1.8%) was a grandfather, and

2 (3.5%) did not indicate the relationship. Eight of the parents were under

35, 10 between 35-40, 16 between 40 and 45, 4 between 46-50, and 4 between ’
50-64., Fifteen of the families had other children on probation. Twentyeight
and one tenth percent had brought the juvenlle to the probation department
themselves, 49.1% of their children were brought in by the police, 5.3% had
brought the child in with the police, and 8.8% had been brought in by others.
Three of the fathers had completed only elementary school, 13 had completed

high school, 11 some college, 8 four years of college, 6 graduate school.
was no information for 1€ of the fathers.

There
Two of the mothers had completed

only elementary school, 22 had completed high school, 17 two years of college,

6 four years of college, and 5 mothers had completed graduate school.
mation on education was missing for 9 of the mothers.

Infor~
Six of the fathers
were unskilled workers, 16 skilled workers, 8 professional, 9 were in business
for themselves, and occupation was unknown for 10 of the fathers. Two of the
mothers were unskilled workers, 15 were skilled, 25 were housewivés, 3 were

students, 1 was in business, 1 was unemployed, and 4 did not list any information.

Co Questionnaire Instrument

Three different questionnaires were adminlsteréd, one to probation

officers, one to minors and one to minors! families. The questions were

basically the same in each of the questionnaires, but were written so that
they applied specifically to each subject group. The main dependent variable

was the attribution to internal or external variables. Subjects were asked to

make such attributions, both in an open ended form and in structured cuestions.
In the structured questions the internal variable was the juvenile himself/

herself, and the external variables were family, school, nelghborhood, social

class background etc. Subjects were asked to make both general explanations

of delinquency, as well as explanations for specific types of offenses, such as

truancy, running away from home, being bayond the control of one's parents.
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All subjects were asked to explain the causes of truancy, running away

d
home, being beyond the control of one's parents, property offenses an
1

; . sex
violence. However, only probation officers were asked to attribute

. . £
roups. In the open ended question probation officers were asked how they
groups.

i i le. In the
were asked to explain how they or their children got into trouble

ject groups were asked to explain how juveniles
]

objective fuestions all sub

typically got into trouble.

i i levant
In addition subjects were asked questlons that were partlcularly re
H

i ences
to each group Probation officers were asked about class and sex differ

irst time
in the explanation of juvenile crime, how they would react to firs

iain it
ffenders as opposed to second time offenders, and how they would expl
o

. Pamilies were
if probation supervision did not appear to be successful ami.

ons about their child, feelings of guilt, and whether

Minors were asked about the extend of

asked more specific questl

they had other children on probation.

their delinquency participation and about their reference groupse.

i bject
Finally, a series of background questlons were asked of each sub)
7

experience in the
group such as socio~-economic background, seX, age, years of exp

ionnaires
probation department, caseload, etc. A full copy of all three questio

is available in the appendix.
Results

Actor-Observer Differences

i external
The results show +hat the minors, lo€- actors, tended to make

lle p Obat oo S 1]
H

i tructured
to make intermal attributions. This was particularly true for the str

i i o Thus
sponses to the speclfic questions abott different kinds of offenses ’
re
i ta.
the Jones and Nisbett hypothesis was supported by this data

ifi ions are
The results of the responses to the specific and structured questl

listed belows
(Tables 1, 2, 3, 45 5 about here)

w that the probation officers and the family members find the
ut one type of offense,

The tables sho

juvenile himself as the most important cause for all b
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offensese. The only exception for the observers was running away where the
probation officers listed the family as the most important cause.

As can be seen from the tables, probation officers gave the family as
the second most important reason for all offenses, and friends as the most
frequent third reason. For families, friends was the second most important

reason typlcally given. Minors gave the following reasons as the most
important: fun outside school (truancy), family {runniny away), fun (property
offenses), and friends (violence). Minors saw themselves as an important
cause (2nd most important) only for running away. 12
All three groups were also asked to indicate in a structured gquestion, why
they thought minors would typically get into trcuble. The answers are listed in
Table 6.

{Table 6 about here)

As can be seen from the data, both probation officers and family members
still gave the minor as the most important cause of delinquency. However,
here minors also listed the juvenile as the most important cause (55.9%),
followed closely by friends as the second most frequent cause given (52.9%).
Thus, both probation officers and families again conformed to the Jones and
Nisbett prediction, while minors did not. Sixtyone and four tenths percent
of the probation officers ranked the minor as the most important cause of
delinquency generally, compared to only 36.6% who ranked the family as the
main cause. Only 8.9% ranked friends as the main cause. Probation officers
overvhelmingly gave internal reasons for delinquency- Likewise, more
families (61.4%) checked the minor as a cause of delinquency than any of the
other causes listed.  For the family, friends ranked as the second most
important cause (57.9%) with boredom as a close third (56%). For juveniles
friends was the second 'most important cause (52.9%), with both boredom and
lack of money ranking as the third most important causes (47.1%).

In summary, all three groups tended to see the minor as the main «cause
of delinquency in general, with probation officers the most likely, and the
minors the least likely to do so.

In the probation officer group, cross tabulations were run by sex, age,
number of years worked in the department, caseload per month, type of position
and type of education for all objective attributions. The most significant
discriminating variable turned out to be type of position in the department.
Supervisors consistently gave more internal attributions that did deputy
probation officers for almost all types of offenses, (p. §0.0001) 13

e
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The fact that supervisors tended to make internal attributions may also
be a function of their generally higher age, rather than their supervisory
position. Age was another clearly discriminating variable. Probation officers

over 30 were much more likely (p, £ 0.0001) to give more weight to the minor
himself and to his family and siblings, while younger probation officers, i.e.
under 30, gave significantly more weight to external variables such as friends,
social class and neighborhood. The only exception is the important attributed
to friends in violence cases; here the over 30 group gave more importance to
friends

Similarly, persons who had worked many years as probation officers were
more likely to make internal attributions than were people who had worked
for a shorter time. There was an interesting exception, however. Those who
had worked for only a year or less tended to agree more with those who had
Thus, in the

general explanations of delinquency, probation officers who had worked 10

worked for many years than those in intermediate time periods.

years or more were more likely to make internal attributions, x2 = 63.14
(24d£), p % .0001.
more responsible, x2 = 63.14 (24df), p{ 0.05. Similarly, for property:offenses,
x% = 17.20 (9df), p¢ 0.04, and sex offenses x2 = 53,37 (12df), p .0041, the

probation officers with more experience (those over the 5-10 years category)

Persons with more experience also tended to hold parents

were more likely to hold the minor personally responsible. Correlations were
not run on work experience holding age constant, but it would be important to
find out whether it is the accumulating work experience or just age that accounts
for this growing tendency to give internal attributions.

Caseload ' per month turned out to be another important variable. Probation
officers with a caseload of 30 or less, gave significantly more weight to the
individual and his family, while probation officers with larger caseloéds gave
more weight to external variables, such as friends, soclal class and neigh-
borhood. This was particularly true for probation officers with a caseload
of 60-99. Again, it could be that this finding is a result of the fact that
most supervisors fit into this category and they tend (as we have seen) to
make internal attributions. But it could also be a result of the nature
of the workload. A person working with a large number of cases might be more
prone to generalizing than a person working with a small caseload.

Crosstabulations by sex did not give as many significant correlations as

the above variables, but generally, men tended to give external variables
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slightly more weight than women,. while women assigned more weight to the minor
and his family. The main differsnce between male and female probation officers
was found in the attributions of sex offenses; females tended to assign more
weight to the minor and his family, while males gave friends a great deal of
blame.

Finally, the respondents were asked to explain, in their own words, what
they thought were the major reasons for delinquency. Probation officers were
asked to indicate the reasons for delinquency, based on their experience,
while families and minors were asked to explain their child's or their own
delinquency. Minors were specifically asked to explain their own delinquency
to avoid the possibility of having them become observers of other delinquents.
The open-ended responses were recoded into internal, external or mixed internal-
external categories. This recoding was performed by three independent persons
in order to ensure the greatest reliability. A typical external reason would
be peers, a typical internal reason would be self-esteem, and a typical mixed
attribution would be if the respondent mentioned both peers and self-esteem.

The results of the re-coded open-ended responses are shown in Table 7 below.
(Table 7 about here)

The table shows that both probation officers and families were more likely
to give external or mixed internal and external attributions than they were to
give exclusively internal attributions. On the other hand, minors were more
likely to give internal attributions than they were to give external or mixed
attributions. At first glance, this may seem totally reversed from the earlier
findings. However, even when probation officers and families rank-ordered
the minor as the main reason for delinquency, they also included other external
reasons in their explanations of delingquency. - Thus, at least in the mixed
attributions, internal reasons may still be perceived as the most important
reasons. If this is taken into account, about half of the probation officess
would tend to make internal and about half external, while more family members
would tend to make internal than external attributions. Using the same
reasoning for minors, more minors made external attributions than internal
attributions,

Although both probation officers and families gavé about the same pro-

portion of internal attributions only, there was a clear difference in the
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type of attributions given. Over half of the probation officers that gave
internal attributions only, saw the minors as personally responsible for their
behavior, while none of the family members did so. Typical examples of
attributions would be: "They choose to be delinquent, it is their own
responsibility"”, "it is his own fault", "he is criminal', etc. Ten of the

30 probation officers who used both internal and external attiibutions also
used such accusing attributions, while this was never the case for family
members. Among the rest of the probation officers the most frequenct external
cause was low or faulty self-esteem.

Typical internal attributions from family members would tend to "excuse"
the minor: '"He's sick-he needs help", "he's immature-he needs help", "easily
influenced," 'not grown up", etc. It was interesting that family members
would never say, as probation officers often did: "he is immature because
of faulty upbringing in the family"¥. Family members would just say: 'he's
immature."

Even more distinctions between probation officers and families were
evident in the external attributions used. Here, the most frequent cause
mentioned by probation officers was the minor's family, (46 times), while
the family members hardly ever mentioned themselves as a cause of delinquency.
Only in 7 cases was the family mentioned as a possible cause among family
members. But whereas probation officers would refer to '"bad or poor family
influence", family members would blame the delinguent problem on absent
fathers, sickness, death, or a working mother. The main external cause for
parents was clearly the influence of bad friends. Peers were also viewed as
the second most important cause among probation officers. The second most
important cause of delinquency, as viewed by the family respondents, was boredom.
This was mentioned only four times by probation officers.

Among the minors, 18 out of 36 answered that they themselves were to
blame. (Thirtytwo of the minors did not answer this question). Typical
answere to the question of "who or what is to blame for your delinguency?"
were:

"Me, I'm to blame', "it was no one's fault but my own", "I feel

ashamed that I should have done so!, "I was wrong, I am to blame

and nobody else'. o ’ '
This indicates an a%éuﬁption of personal responsibility on the part of these
youngsters; i.e. a use of a ériininal model in seélf-attributions. ‘Howéver;'a
few Of the youngkters alsé answered: Co e

"I am to blame, but I don't care,"”

-
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The main external reasons given by the minors were parents, bad friends,
school, lack of money, and stciety not allowing them enough freedom. Here
are some examples of the perplexity experienced by these youngsters:

"I feel it's not me - why all of a sudden on my 15 ye

a.sudden get into trouble? Why, because I'm gepreZszgsaflaiieOf
time. My mother and step-father argue all the time and I can't
study for homework. So I stay late at parties and get in trouble
and I can't come home right after school."

"% think it's part%y my fault, and partly not my fault. Because when
was 11 years old my mother died, and then I had to take care of
myself because I was just left with my father, and he works all day.

My father really didn't care about me, and I h
thi ad no -
ing, not even friends." ! money or any

'3&d§2;f"feel I'm a thoroughly rotten kid, I just have problems, with

Minors also often attributed their problems to chance. As one minor
cryptically said: "I was born". Another said: "life". Attribution to
chance was only used twice by probation officers, i.e. being in the wrong
place at the wrong time, and only once by a parent who said "why not" in
response to the question of why his kid got into trouble. One mother reacted
with a great deal of hostility to this question and wrote: "my kid is not
in trouble, mam" - when the child was in for burglary.

In summary, probation officers tended to blame the families for the
minors' problems, the families blamed the minors' friends, and the minors
blamed themselves, their parents and their friends.

*

Seriousness of the Delinguent Offense

Is it true that the more serious the offense, the more guilty the
offender is seen, or the more internal the attribution? The perception of
the seriousness of offense may of course differ from person to person, but
it can probably be assumed that running away from home and truancy: are
considered less important crimes than property offenses, sex offenses and
violence. A rank ordering of the frequency by which the minor is mentioned
as the most important cause of the offense for all types of offenses is given

below.

(Table 8 about here)
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Table 8 shows that for probation officers it is indeed the case that the more
serious the offense, the more the minor is perceived as guilty, or the more
frequent the internal attributions. Forty and six tenths percent of the proba-
tion officers perceived the minor as the main cause for run-aways, 51.6%
perceived him as the main cause for truancy, 66.3% for sex offenses, 67.3%

for property offenses, and 72.3% for violence. Thus, probation officers
increased their internal attributions, the more serious the offense.

This is not true for families. In fact, families appeared to see the
minor as less responsible, the more serious the offense, with the exception of
truancy. Thus 68.4% of the families checked the minor as a cause for running
away from home, while only 61.4% checked him as a cause for violence. This
decreasing tendency may be a result of the halo-effect; the minor's misdeeds
may reflect negatively on the family, and family members do not wish to blame
themselves for serious offenses. ' ‘

For minors there was no apparent order in this rank ordering. They saw
themselves as the most guilty in violence, but the least guilty for property
offenses, However, minors showed less agreement on external causes, the
more serious the offense. External reasons were considered the most important
for all types of offenses, but fewer of the minors thought so, the more serious

the offense.

Perception of success and failure

In the objective, specific questions, most minors gave external attri-
butions for their delinguency. In the general and open ended guestions
however, many also gave internal attributions. Earlier studies have shown
that self-attributions of success tend to be internal, while self-attributions
of fallure tend to be external. The internal attributions given by minois
could indicate that minors look upon delinquent behavior as positive events,
due to a delinquent reference group. It is therefore interesting to look at
some of the responses that are relevant to the issure of the minor's reference
group.

Seventyfive and five tenths percent of the minors reported that they had
friends with similar delinquent problems, while 20.6% said that they did not
have such friends. Similarly, 75.0% said that they had friends on probation,.
while only 23.4% said they did not. Seventy and six tenths percent had been
with friends when the alleged incident took place, while only 23.5% had been
alone. And 91.2% said that they would not be losing friends because of their

problems as "most friends did not care'. These answers should indicate

- 14 =

that. the mimors in this.sample had friends who hold delinquent values.
However, this might not necessarily mean that.the minors feel they

are less to blame. Fortyseven and one tenth percent of the minors said that
they felt guilty about what they have done, while 51.5% said that they did
not feel guilty. Fortyfive and six tenths pércent of the sample said that
they were first time offenders, while 51.5% said that they were not. Is
it the same 51.2% of second time offenders who did not feel guilty? The
data show that first time offenders were more likely to feel guilty (54.8%)
than second time offenders (40%). However, there was only a slight tendency
for minors with no delinquent friends to give internal attributions (57%)
than for minors with delinquent friends (51%). Minors who did not have
friends on probation were also slightly more likely to give internal attri-
butions (62.4%) than minors with friends on probation (58.5%). These numbers
indicate then that first time oxfenders, offenders with no friends on probation
or with similar problems are somewhat more likely to make internal attributions,
but the differences are not big enough to be significant. Thus, having a
delinquent reference group as measured by our questions, did not have a
significant impact on the type of attributions made. . - .

* The"perception of the delinquent act as success or failure may also
influence how probation officers make their attributions. A second time
offender may be seen as a personal failure for probation officers. Afterall,
he's already been through the system once, and it didn't do anything for him,
i.e. the probation department failed in its attempt to rehabilitate. Eighty-
three and nine tenths percent of the probation officers said that they would
explain the behavior of a second time offender differently from a first
time offender. The probation officers were asked to explain their answers,
and many did so. Thirtysix of these thought that when a person committed a
second offense, it was primarily his own fault, while only 7 thought that it
was the system's fault for not succeeding. Typically, the first offense would
be seen as accidental, coming under the influence of bad friends, whereasg :
the second time offender would be seen as a hardened criminal, incapable :
of learning the morals of society, etc. Examples of such responses were:

"Fails to deal with himself", "Continues to feel that he can get away
with it", "instilled in behavior-less control’, "mentality of a thief
and a liar, does not accept responsibility", "feels,little respect", 8

'no respect for the law", "unable to learn from past mistakes". . ho

i St g i S 6 i St
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The first time offender in contrast was described in the following

manner:
“impulsive", "mistake", "accidental", "Only an experiment', "can
control himself", "more responsible", "gapable of learning and
changing'.

Those who did feel that second time offenses were the system's fault,
expressed themselves in the following manner:

"The system is geared only to first time offenders", "If the system

did not make an impact the first time, it looses its effectiveness",

"The more a minor gets involved in the system, the less he benefits",
© Wit is our fault'.

Crosstabulations with age and humber of years worked in the probation
department were run with the attributions of first time and second time
offenders. It was clear that older probation officers and those who had
worked in the system the longest were more likely to see the minor as quilty
if he did not respond to supervision. Probation officers with fewer cases
were also more likely to blame the minor himself for continued delinquent
involvement.

The probation officers were also asked to explain why it might be
that a minor did not appear to benefit from probationary supervision. Sixty-
four and four tenths percent of the probation officers thought this would
be the minor's own fault, 43.6% thought that the family was the most important
reason. Eighteen and eight tenths percent thought the friends, 19.9% thought
the school, and 30.7% thought that problems with the supervision itself
caused the problem. - Twice as many thought:‘the problem laid with the
juvenile, than with the probation department.

Thus, probation officers were more likely to give internal, criminal
model type attributions for second time offenses than for first time
offenses, and this was particularly true for older probation officers and/or

for those who had worked in the system for a long time.

Minor's class and sex background

It was hypothesized that the minor's class background and sex might
influence the attribution process. Probation officers were asked if they
thought that delinquency was caused by different reasons in different
classes. Thirtynine (38.6%) thought that there were no differences among
classes. The majority of these respondents thought that the family or a

"multiplicity of factors" were the main causes. The rest, 62 probation

s ot B i 1
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officers (61.4%) thought that there were different causes for delinquency
in the different classes., .

The main explanation for lower class delinquency was economic hardship,
for middle class delinquency it was the family, and for upper class delin-
quency it was boredom and a search for excitement.  Specifically, when - -

explaining lower class delinquency, 43 gave purely economic reasons, such as

~economic deprivation and fewer material advantages, 9 gave family related

reasons, and the rest gave a mixture of economically related reasons such as
low self-esteem due to few resources, bad peer pressure due to bad neighborhood,
etc. Even the family causes would be related to economic factors, such as
"dysfunctional family systems", "many siblings', "less stability in the
family", and "lack of parental training". Two probation officers said that
there was more delinquency in the lower class due to more detection and
"lots of police in the neighborhood."

The reasons given for middle class delinguency were noticeably different.
Here family related reasons were given 40 times, peer pressure 12 times,
boredom 9 times, and low self image 4 times. Other reasons given were
questionning of parental values, lack of community cohesiveness, drugs and
the media. Economic problems were never mentioned. The family causes given
were practically identical for all respondents; most probation officers felt
that the typicalmiddle class family was too busy "making it" to care about
the children. The children often felt rejected, and became delingquent in an
effort to attract attention. ' Others complained of middle class children
being supervised too much or not enough. For example,

"Parents fail to imagine that their kids would get into trouble,
it's an attention getting device from the kids."

"Parents are too busy working and engaged in their own activities
and neglect their kids. They do not provide positive role models."
"Parents are just too busy for their children."

Whereas both lower class delinquency and middle class delinquency were
given mainly external attributions through economic or family problems, upper
class delinquency was given mainly internal attributions. The upper class
youth was seen as being bored (19), seeking excitement (13) and rebelling
against parents and society (24). Parents were described as giving their kids
everything except love, and spoiling their kids with material possessiohg,

For example:

"having acquired all the material things, they often find themselves
with nothing to strive for".

o
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Some of the probation officers also thought that upper class kids get into
trouble with the law because they see themselves as being above the law.

Thus, the probation officer's perceptions of the causes of delinquency
differed greatly by the social class background of the minor. Minors from
the lower class and middle class were seen as reacting to external problems
either in their economic background or family,-respectively, while upper
class minors were given more internal reasons for their delinquency. It
might be concluded that the attributions gradually become more internal as
one moves from lower class to upper class delinguency.

How did the families themselves and minors view the distributions of
delinquency across classes? Minors were asked if they thought that rich
kids committed just as much delinquent hehavior as do poor kids. Fiftyfive
and nine tenths percent of the minors thought so, 19.1% thought that rich
kids committed fewer crimes, 13.2% thought that rich kids committed more
crimes, and 11.8% did not answer the question, Thus, about half of the
minors thought that there were no differences in the amount of delinguency

across classes.

Similarly, 78.9% of the family members thought that there was the same

amount of delinquency in the lower and upper classes, 12.3% thought that there -

was less delinquency among rich kids, and 1.8% thought that there was more
delinquency among the rich,

Probation officers were also asked if they would explain how girls
got into trouble differently from how boys got into trouble. Thirteen of
the probation officers did not answer this question, 42 said that they would
not do it differently, and 46 said that they would make different explana-~
tions. However, there was some overlap in the perceptions of differences
or no differences. Six of those that said there were no differences in
their explanations, would explain the delinquency of both boys and girls
as a result of the differing sex role expectations for the two groups.

This answer was also sometimes used by those that gave different explana-
tions.

The main conclusion of those giving different explanations for the two
sexes was that girls rebel against existing sex role expectations; while
boys conform to them. The girls were seen as wanting independence, parti-
cularly from parents, while boys conformed to peer pressure and masculinity
demands. Specifically, 39 mentioned the independence striving for girls,

6 mentioned influence of boy friends, 14 lack of self respect, 2 drugs,
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and 1 lower class reinforcement. For boys, 23 mentioned peer pressure and
masculinity norms, 6 family problems, 5 lack of self image, 2 school, and 3
a desire for more freedom. Thus, this data fit the Jones and Davis (1955)
hypothesis that expected behavior is given external attributions, while

unexpected behavior is giver inusrnal attributions.

Discussion

The Jones and Nisbett hypothesis that actors tend to make external
attributions and observers internal attributions was confirmed by this
study. Minors tended to make external attributions for all kinds of
delinquency, while probation officers and families tended to make internal
attributions.

This was true mainly for the objective questions asking about specific
kinds of delinquency. In the general objective question minors gave as
much weight to the juvenile himself as they did to external causes. However,
it may be that since the minors here were asked to view delinguency in
general, they were put into the role of observers explaining the delinquency

of other delinquents, rather than in the role of actors, and hence they tended

to make internal attributions as much as external attributions. In fact, the
almost equal division between internal and external causes here may reflect
the ambiguity the minors may have felt at this question; they were asked to
explain the delinquency of others, and yet they themselves belonged to the
delinquent group. In the open-ended descriptlons of the causes of delinquency,
all three groups showed a reversal of earlier trends. Minors tended to make
more internal attributions, while families and probation officers tended
to make more éxternal attributions. It is possible that the wording used
in this question for the minors: ‘'who is to blame for your delinquency" may
have led the attention of the minor to the blameworthy aspects of this
behavior, and hence pushed the admission of own guilt in an effort to appear
better with the probation department, i.e. the minors may have seen the
author as an extension of the probation department in spite of assurances
to the contrary.

Likewise, when asked to respond to the causes of delinquency in théir

own words, probation officers may be more likely to employ the sociclogical
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ideoclogy of their profession than when asked to check off causes on an

Nevertheless, the results in the open-ended responses

objective list,
The

pose a pu=zling and startling contrast to the objective results.
probation officers and families may indeed be more "forgiving" of the
minors than they give themselves credit for, and the minors may be more

willing to accept responsibility for their own actions than commonly

assumed.
The results also confirmed the prediction that events which might
reflect negatively on oneself are attributed away from oneself. Probation

officers were much more likely to give internal attributions to second
They all saw the second time

time offenders than to first time offenders.
This might

offender as more criminal than the first or one time offender.
be an attempt to explain away behavior that could possibly appear damaging

to the probation department, or be interpreted as an example of the

probation department's failure to rehabilitate. Likewise, family members

only rarely saw themselves as a cause of the minor's delinguency, whereas
the probation officers saw the family as the main cause. In using internal

attributions, famlly members only gave causes that did not in any way put

the blame or the responsihility on the minor. He was continually perceived

as being sick and needing help by family members.
tendency to give external attributions of delinquency also confirms the

The minors' main

hypothesis that external attributions are more likely in negative situations.
Even though an overwhelming majority of the minors had delinquent friends

and did not think that they would lose any friends as a result of their

delinquency, this did not appear to have created a delinquent set of values

where delinquency was viewed as a positive event. However, minors with

delinquent friends appeared less quilty about their behavior than minors

without such a reference group.
The data also confirmed, in the case of probation officers, the

hypotheses that the more serious the consequences of an event, the more

internal the attribution.

The differences in the perception of causes by class and by sex both
show that the more unexpected the behavior, the more likely it is to be given
Several studies have shown that lower class

an internal attribution.
Likewise; male

delingquency is more expected than upper class delinquency.

-
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When then, the

unexpected and socially undesirable behavior of delinquency does occ
ur

delinquency is more expected than female delinquency

for these two grou i i
Ps, internal attributions are qi
given, (as i
Jones and Davis), 10 , et
Finall i

. Y, the differences by age, position, years of experience within

€ probation officers group are important indicators that the causal

er i
p' Cceptions are not governed only by the circumstances Surrouhding the
minor. The probation officer himself may have as much impact on the

perception of the minor as the minor himself 17

Conslusion

This study has shown that there are major differences in the ways
%hat minors, their families and probation officers view the causes oi
J?venile delinquency. The low satisfaction expressed by families and
m%nors with the probation department (59% of the families and 47% of the
Mminors said that they were satisfied with the probation department and the
court) may be a result of these divergent perceptions. Bach of the grou
may honestly feel that its perception is the correct one, even though weps
have seen how a series of social factors influence the perceptions of each
group in different directions. The information presented in thisg paper
should therefore lead to greater understanding across groups, as well as

suggesting ways of overcoming these biases,

How a probation officer perceives the causes of a minor!s misbehavior will
affect how he decides to deal with the youngster. If he makes an internal
If he makes an internal attribution along a medical model, he will probabil
fecommend treétment to deal with the problem. If an external attri:utiz ’
1s made, the recommendation would logically be to deal mainly with the )
exte%nal factors in the minor's life, Similarly, the causal perceptions

of minors and their families will affect how much they agree with the proba-
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with the recommendations that are made. The eventual success or failure ’
of the treatment program may also i:r a measure of the correspondence in
Foutnotes

causal perceptions. The more the minor and his family agree with the

perceptions of the probation officers, the more they will be willing to

. . . ‘ . 1, Internal attributions can further be classified into two types:
go along with the prescribed course of action. The more the family and | a) criminal model attributions, and b) .sick model attributions
| (Aubert and Messinger, 1958). The criminal model assumes that the
minor is responsible for his behavior and must be punished, while
the medical model assumes that the individual is not responsible
and must be "treated".

the minor agree on the assignment of responsibility for the delinquent act, § .

the better thelr own family relationship. |
It has been assumed here that there is a correspondence between causal N;
;

perceptions and actual treatment recommendations. It is of course possible :ik 2. Jones and Nisbett argued that actors are predominantly focused on
| the situation around them, while observers are focused on the actor.

The actor also has much more information about himself and his past
history which the observer does not have. The observer is more likely
to see the actors' behavior as an expression of his personality.

Several studies have shown support for the hypothesis that actors tend
to make external attributions, and observers tend to make internal
attributions (Jones, Rock, Shaver, 1972; Nisbett, Caputo, Legant,
Maracek, 1973; Storms, 1973; Taylor and Fiske, 1975). The argument

. that observers of delinquent behavior would tend to give internal

f attributions is further supported by Jones and Davis' dispositional

; inference theory, (Jones and Davis, 1965). Jones and Davis argue

that most people want to behave in a conforming and socially acceptable
manner. The more non-conforming an act, and the less socially desirable
the consequences the more the observer feels that he learprs about the

categories used, which strengthens the assertion that causal perceptions ] i actor

that no such relationship in fact exists. Probation officers may believe ‘ i
one thing and do another. Practical constraints may hinder a probation v
officer from carrying out his causal perceptions. For example he may feel ‘f
that the economic structure of society is at fault, yet have no power to N
do anything about the economic structure and recommend individual counseling
for the minor. However, a recent paper by Zimmerman and Chein, (1977) using
the actual recommendations made by the probation department to the court as

data, came up with very similar findings to those reported in this paper. , i

There was also a great deal of similarity in the internal and external i

are in fact indicative of what actions will subsequently be taken. Zimmecman
o 3. The tendency for actors to make external attributions of own failure

or negative situations is supported by several research studies ii'itch,

and Chein also found that the recommendations made by the probation officers
1970; Friexe and Weiner, 1971, Luginbuhl, Crowe and Kahan, 1975). This

L

had more impact on the final dispositions of the case than the legal facts
of the case. Thus, not only may these causal perceptions influence the

recommendations that are made, they will also influence the final disposition

of a cases

The personnel in the Juvenile Court and the probation department have
been given a complex and difficult task: to analyze and decide on the best
course of action for each of the many cases that passes through their system.
This task is further complicated by their dual function: to help the minor,
and to protect the community. This paper has pointed to a series of factors
that importantly affect the perceptions and interactions of the persons
involved in this process. A knowledge and awareness of these factors might

serve to make this complicated task easier.
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tendency is sometimes referred to as "egodefensive attributions’. In
the literature on juvenile delinquency this assumed tendency for juve-
niles to put the blame for their own behavior on outside factors has
sometimes been referred to as the neutralization techniques (8ykes and
Matza, 1957), or as a need to avoid the psychological guilt and dis-
comfort that would follow from internal attributions (Cloward and Ohlin,
1960). Matza also argues in his book, Delinquency and Drift, that
this tendency to blame the outside system in general sociological
interpretations may have filtered down to minors themselves, may have
had an unhealthy impact on the juvenile justice system, and in parti-
cular the minors pass through that system.

The tendency to attribute causality of events that could reflect
negatively on oneself in interactive situations is referred to by
Hastorf et al (4971) as the (autistic tendency). Johnson and Feigenbaum
and Weiby (1964) found in a study involving students and teachers that

teachers attributed the success of students. to their own teaching ability,

while the failure of students was attributed to the students lack of
ability. Following this study one might hypothesize that probation
officers would put the blame on minors for repeated delinquency, i.e.
"he’ failed in spite of our repeated efforts to help him', while giving
themselves credit for successful rehabilitation, i.e. "he succeeded
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because of our effortg". Similarly, families might give themselves
credit for a well behaved child, while putting the blame on the
child himself for misbehavior.

Walster (1966) found that in automobile accidents, drivers were held
more responsible when the cutcome was severe, even though the actual
driving behavior was held constant. Sultzer and Bucglass (1968) found
that the subjects tended to attribute more responsibility to an actor
whose actions resulted in megative behavior rather than positive
outcomes.

Thibaut and Riecken (1955) showed that the compliance of a high status
other is seen as more internally caused thman that of a low status
complier.

Deaux and Emswiller (1974) found that success on male tasks were
attributed to internal factors for male actors, and to external factors,
particularly luck, for female actors. Failure was typically attributed
to internal characteristics for females, and to external characteristics
for males. Feather and Simon (1575) report a similar finding. Women
are not expected to do well on a male task, and if they do their success
is attributed to outside factors. In so far as delinquency might be
defined as a predominately "male task, attributions of female delinquency
might tend to be external. However, there is also the influence of the
Jones and Nisbett model: the more unexpected the behavior and the less
socially desirable the behavior, the more likely it is to be getting
internal attributions. In so far as female delinquency is unexpected
and umusual and is considered socially undesirable, the more internal
attributions it might get.

The study was conducted in the juvenile probation department of Santa
Clara County. This is a large county in the San Francisco Bay Area,
and has more than 1.7 million residents.

The first procedure outlined was used initially due to the confiden-
tiality of the subjects matter. It was felt that the author should
not even personally see the delinquent. After some time as the court
and the probation department gained more familiarity with the project,
the author was allowed to contact the minors directly in the court
waiting area.

“t

Section 601 in the California Welfare and Institutions Code refers to
children  with problems such as running away, being beyond control of
parents and. truancy. It refers to behaviors that would not be considered
law-viclating if committed by adults. Section 602 refers to law viola-
tors, i.e. vioclations of laws that would alsoc be considered law violations
if committed by adults. Although the term "delinquent" only properly
applies to law violators under section 602 of the Welfare and Institu-
tions Code, the term "delinquency" is used here to refer to both types

of cases, as a matter of convenience.

‘1.

12,

7 3a

14,

15,

6.

?he answers for probation officers were later recoded to also give
information about whether a given cause was simply chosen or not chosen,

regardless of rank order, thus allowing for more co s11 .
other two groups. ’ g mparability with the

Tr'xe rank orc.ler of 'the causes *for ‘probation officers was - 1) truancys
minors, f?mlly, school, class,; for ?) running away from home: family
minor, fr}ends, school, for 3) property: minor, family, friends, cla;s
for 4) violence: minor, family, friends, class, and for 5) sex ’
offenses: minor, family, others, school. Thus, the second most important
reason given by probation officers was the family.

The rank order of causes for family respondents was for 1) truancy:
mi?or, school, fun, family, friends, for 2) run away: minor, family
frlgnds, neighborhood, school, for 3) property offenses: minor, friénds
famlly! school, for 4) violence: minor, friends, family, other mediaa,
Thus, in addition to the minor himself, friends were seen as the ;ost
important cause of delinquency. Unly jin run nway, families were seen

as the second most important cause. It is interesting to note that in

%§?a2;¥, families saw themselves only as the fourth important cause

The rank order of causes for minors was 1) for truancy: fun outside
school, school, minor, friends, family, for 2) run away: fomily, minor
s?h-aol, neighborhood, other., for 3) property offenses: fun, friends, ’
minor, poverty, other, and for 4) violence: friends, minor, family,
anger, for fun. Thus, for minors, fun and friends featured as important
causes, with self only seen as an important cause (2nd) in run away cases.

The percentages indicate that there might have been more agreement among
the pfobation officers as a group than among the other two groups. Also,
the minors appeared to be more in agreement among themselves when
exp}alning serious offenses, such as violence, than when explaining less
serious offenses, such as run away.

All significance levels refer to results of chi-square tests run for all
co;relations of supervisors and attributions of all causes for all
objective questions. Since there were so many of these correlations

the author has chosen not to report individual results for all runso’

A difference in wording among the three groups may have affected the
rgsult; somevhat; probation officers and families were asked to explain why
while' minors were asked on whom or what they would put the blrme. ’

The.minors and families were not asked if they felt that the causes of
delincuency would vary from class to class.

?ones ind Davis 54955) hypothesized that the more unexpected the behavior
and the.less Foc%ally desirable it is, the more likely the observer is

to see it as indicative of the actor's personality. Otherwise, why would
he behave that way:

Dornbush and. (1955) found that the backgrournd and personality
of the perceiver had more impact on the perception of others, than did
the background and personality of the perceived other.
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TABLE 1

Structured Attributions of Truancy by Probation
officers, Families and dinors.®*

Respondents
Probation officers Families Minors

Causes N = 101 N = 57 N = 68

% of 1 rank % checked % _checked
Minor ‘ 51 71.9 47.1
Family { 48,5 35,1 33.8
:SChOOI 1 2507 42.1 58,8
Fun outside school 36.8 67.6
Friends 4 29.8 41.2
Neighborhoods 4
Media 1
Class 6.9
Other 1 10.5

* For probation officers, the percentages refer to'how many rank
ordered each cause as the most important. For fanilies and
minors, the percentages refer to how many checked each cause
as important. This is the case for all tables.
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TABLE 2

Sgructured attributions of Running-Away, Incorrigibility, and
Beyond Control by Probation officers, Families and Minors.

Minor
Family
School

Bad friends
Television
Neighborhood
For fun
Class

Other

Respondents

Probation officers Families Minors

N = 101 N = 57 N = 68
% of 1 rank % checked % checked

40.6 €8.4 36.8

73.3 59,6 91.2

6.9 15.8 42,6

7.2 54.4 27.9

2. 10.5 1.5

3 22.8 27.9

17.6

5
5.9 14,7
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TABLE 3

Structured Attributions of Theft and Property Offenses

by Probation officers, Families and Minors.

Causes

Minor
Poverty
For fun
Family
School
Friends
Television
Class
Neighborhoods
“Boredom
Other

Respondents
Probatiaon officers Families Minors
N = 101 N = 57 N - 68
% of 1 rank % checked % checked

67,3 70,2 32.4
27.9
54.4
30.7 . 24,6 8.8
4 8.8 1.5
25.7 56,1 54.4
3 4.4

9.9

9.9
5.9 11.8

TABLE 4

i e g

Structured Attributions of Violence by Probation
officers, Families and Minors.

Causes

Minor
FPamily
School
Friends
Television
Anger

Fun
Neighborhoods
Police
Class
Other

Respondents
Probation officers Families Minors
N = 101 N = 57 N = 68
___% of 1 rank % _checked % checked
72.3 61.4 57.4
36.6 38.6 36.8
4 14 20,6
11.9 41.1 60.3
8.9 15.8 14,7
29.4
29,4
6.9 14
8.8
9,9
19.3 10.3
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TABLE 5 TABLE 6

Structured Attrivutions of Sex Offenses by Probation officerse Structured Attributions of Juvenile Delinquency in

General by Probation officers, Families and Minors.

Probation officers
Causes N = 101

Respondents
2 of 1 ravk Probation officers Families Minors :
Minor 66,3 Causes N = 101 N = 57 N = 68 :
F:m 11y 436 % of 1 rank % checked | % checked ,
i’;ig‘l‘s : Minor 61.9 61.4 5549 -
"Panily 36.6 43.5 27.9
Nelghborhoods } 7 Friends 8.9 57,9 52.9
Meiii 3 School 4 33.3 27,9 I
ned : Neighborhoods 4 1507 2201 , i
er Boredom 6.9 56 47.1 4oe
Lack of money 4 29.8 47,1 i
, Siblings 3 10.7 8.8
L Television 2 14.1 5.9 !
Too much money 2 8,7 10.3 E
Police 2 14.1 23.5 .
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TABLE 7

Open=Ended Attributions of Juvenile Delinquency in General
by Probation officers, Families and Minors.*

Causes

Internal only
External only

Both Internal
And External

No Response

Respondents

Probation officers Families Minors
N = 101 N = 57 N = 68
N N N
(17)  16.8% (9) 15.7% (18)  26.4%
(39)  38.8% (17) 29.8% (12}  16.1%
{1 (30) 29.7% (13)  22.8% | (11) 17.6k
(15)  14.8% (18)  31.5% (22)  32.3%
101 57 68

* Recoded into internal and external categories.
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TABLE 8

Frequency of Perceiving the Minor as the
Main Cause by Seriousness of Offense

Respondents

Type of Probation officers Families Minors
Offense N = 101 N = 57 N = 68
% of 1 rank % checked | % checked

Run~-Aways 40,6 63.4 47.1
Truancy ’ 51.6 71.9 26.8
Sex offenses 6643

Theft/Burglary 67,3 7062 32.4
Violence 7203 . 6% 57.4
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