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According to data from the Federal Bureau of Investigation, from 1991 to 2000,

arrests of girls increased more (or decreased less) than arrests of boys for most types

of offenses. By 2004, girls accounted for 30 percent of all juvenile arrests. However,
questions remain about whether these trends reflect an actual increase in girls’
delinquency or changes in societal responses to girls’ behavior. To find answers to

these questions, the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention convened the
Girls Study Group to establish a theoretical and empirical foundation to guide the devel-
opment, testing, and dissemination of strategies to reduce or prevent girls’ involvement
in delinquency and violence.

EE The Girls Study Group Series, of which this bulletin is a part, presents the Group’s find-
ings. The series examines issues such as patterns of offending among adolescents and
Access 0JJDP how they differ for girls and boys; risk and protective factors associated with delinquency,

- ) including gender differences; and the causes and correlates of girls’ delinquency.
publications online at

www.ojp.usdoj.gov/ojjdp Ithough the literature examining the review of more than 1,600 articles and
causes and correlates of male delin- book chapters from the social science sci-
EEnm quency is extensive, the extent to which entific literature on individual-level risk
these factors explain and predict delin- factors for delinquency and factors related
quency for girls remains unclear. This bul-  to family, peers, schools, and communi-
letin summarizes results of an extensive ties. The review, which focused on girls
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ages 11 to 18, also examined whether
these factors are gender neutral, gender
specific, or gender sensitive.

This bulletin defines delinquency as the
involvement of a child younger than 18
in behavior that violates the law. Such
behavior includes violent crime, prop-
erty crime, burglary, drug and alcohol
abuse, and status offenses (i.e., behav-
iors that would not be criminal if com-
mitted by an adult) such as running
away, ungovernability, truancy, and
possession of alcohol.

According to arrest statistics from the
Federal Bureau of Investigation, the
overall rate of juvenile arrests decreased
from 1994 to 2004 (Snyder, 2008). More
specifically, the arrest rate for violent
crimes over this period decreased 49
percent. The violent crime arrest rate
then increased in 2005 by 2 percent,
with a 4-percent increase in 2006.
However, these overall rates obscure
important variations in rates by gender.
From 1997 to 2006, arrests for aggra-
vated assaults decreased more for boys
(24 percent) than for girls (10 percent).
In addition, arrests for simple assault

declined by 4 percent for boys, whereas
the rate for girls increased by 19 per-
cent. Arrest data, however, are inad-
equate in helping to understand the
factors that lead to girls’ offending and
arrests. To better understand the causes
and correlates of girls’ delinquency,
this bulletin examines evidence from
research studies that have explored the
dynamics of girls’ delinquency and risk
behavior.

Data Limitations

Research indicates that risk and pro-
tective factors for delinquency may

be different for boys and girls, but the
mechanisms behind these differences
are unclear. Delinquency research has
several limitations. First, issues of selec-
tion bias when studying institutional
populations have led to an increased
use of cohort, neighborhood, school,
and community surveys. Many of these
studies rely on self-reports of delin-
quency by youth, who may overstate

or understate delinquent behavior. On
the other hand, analyses that rely on
arrest data or on adult observational
data typically understate the frequency
of delinquent behavior. In addition,
most delinquency studies are based

on samples of boys, and it is unclear
whether the same risk and protective
factors apply equally well to girls. Much
of the literature on girls’ delinquency
is based on small, nonrepresentative
samples with few longitudinal studies
or comparison groups. While recogniz-
ing these limitations, it is important

to review the research to shed light on
this issue and identify topics in need of
further exploration.

Characteristics of Delinquent
Behavior by Girls

On the whole, girls’ delinquent acts
are typically less chronic and often
less serious than those of boys (Snyder
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and Sickmund, 2006). Minor offenses
predominate among female delinquent
offenders.

However, minor offenses may mask
serious problems that girls are experi-
encing. Running away from home and
other status offenses (such as truancy)
are major components of girls’ delin-
quency. Studies of girls who are chronic
runaways document significant levels of
sexual and physical victimization (Feitel
et al., 1992; Stiffman, 1989; Welsh et al.,
1995). This suggests that although their
offense behavior may not appear to be
very serious, these girls may be fleeing
from serious problems and victimiza-
tion, some involving illegal behavior

by adults, which in turn makes them
vulnerable to subsequent victimization
and engaging in other behaviors that
violate the law such as prostitution,
survival sex,! and drug use. Similarly,
research on aggression in girls and
assaults committed by girls suggests
that these behaviors can be best under-
stood in the context of their families,
peer groups, schools, communities,
and experiences (Brown, 1998; Caspi et
al,, 1993; Champion and Durant, 2001;
Johnson, 2002; Leitz, 2003; Lockwood,
1997; Margolin and Gordis, 2000;
Molnar et al., 2005; Warr, 1996).

Biological and
Individual Factors

Biological Factors

Research conducted to date suggests
that subtle differences in certain biolog-
ical functions and psychological traits
may contribute to gender-related varia-
tions in responses to certain environ-
mental conditions (Klein and Corwin,
2002). These basic differences may,

in effect, partially account for ways in
which girls’ delinquency is contrasted
with that of boys. However, the paucity
of studies specific to girls’ delinquency
that include biological factors precludes
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any definitive conclusions at this time.
One theoretical model for understand-
ing individual-level factors in girls’
delinquency proposes that although
similar risk factors may play a role

in both girls’ and boys’ delinquency,
gender differences in underlying bio-
logical functions, psychological traits,
and social interpretations can result in
different types and rates of delinquent
behaviors for girls and boys (Moffitt et
al., 2001). Another theory suggests that
boys and girls are differentially exposed
to certain risk conditions, placing
them at variable risk for certain types
of delinquency. For example, there is
evidence that girls experience a greater
number of negative life events during
adolescence than boys, and they may,
in turn, be more sensitive to their ef-
fects, particularly when they emanate
from within the home (Ge et al., 1994).
Further research is critical to deter-
mine the extent to which and how bio-
logical factors play a role in differences
between girls’ delinquent behavior and
that of boys.

Stressors, Trauma, and
Mental Health

Exposure to severe or cumulative
stressors—and responses to them—

are strongly associated with risk-

taking behavior, including delinquen-
cy. Stressors are conditions that elicit
strong negative responses and that are
perceived as uncontrollable and unpre-
dictable. Such conditions produce
alterations in the body’s stress respons-
es that disrupt cognitive and emotional

processes, thereby increasing the likeli-
hood of risky behaviors in vulnerable
adolescents (McBurnett et al., 2005;
Sinha, 2001). Although this is true for
both boys and girls, studies have iden-
tified some gender differences in rates
and types of exposure to stressors. For
example, although girls in the juvenile
justice system are more likely to have

a history of abuse and neglect than
nonjustice-involved girls (Berlinger
and Elliot, 2002), there is further evi-
dence that girls more often experience
certain types of trauma (e.g., sexual
abuse and rape) than boys (Hennessey
et al., 2004; Snyder, 2000). Many studies
of special populations suggest that the
incidence of sexual abuse is more per-
vasive among girls who engage in anti-
social behavior, particularly those who
engage in violent behavior, than among
their male counterparts (Poe-Yamagata
and Butts, 1996; Smith, Leve, and
Chamberlain, 2006; Snell, 1994). On
the other hand, the incidence of physi-
cal abuse appears to be more equally
distributed between boys and girls in
adjudicated populations (Acoca, 1998;
Funk, 1999; Henggeler, Edwards, and
Borduin, 1987; Lederman et al., 2004;
Lenssen et al., 2000; Mason, Zimmer-
man, and Evans, 1998; Shelton, 2004;
Wood et al., 2002), but for both at a
much higher rate than in the general
population (Leve and Chamberlain,
2004), thus constituting a significant
risk factor overall. In addition to gen-
der differences in exposure to certain
stressors, girls and boys may also vary
in their sensitivity to the same stressor.
For example, there is some suggestion

Gender Sensitivity to Risk Factors

Boys and girls experience many of the same risk factors, but they appear to differ
in sensitivity to and rates of exposure to these factors. For example, sexual assault
is a risk factor for both boys and girls, but the rate of exposure to this risk factor is

greater for girls.
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that girls may be more sensitive to dys-
function and trauma within the home
(Dornfield and Kruttschnitt, 1992; Rob-
ertson, Bankier, and Schwartz, 1987;
Widom, 1991).

Gender differences have also been
noted in mental health risk factors

for delinquency. For example, boys
outnumber girls by a ratio of 3:1 in

the diagnoses of attention-deficit/
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and
conduct disorder, which are known risk
factors for problem behavior and delin-
quency in boys (Barbaresi et al., 2002;
Lahey et al., 1999; Offord, Boyle, and
Racine, 1989). Although girls exhibit
lower levels of delinquency associated
with these disorders (Moffitt et al., 2001;
Satterfield and Schell, 1997), mental
health problems linked to life stressors
and experiences of victimization, such as
depression, anxiety, and posttraumatic
stress disorder, are diagnosed at much
higher rates among girls than boys.
Although these disorders are also asso-
ciated with delinquency among boys,

the relationship appears to be much
stronger for girls (Teplin et al., 2002).

Early Onset of Puberty

Early puberty in girls has been associ-
ated with family dysfunction (Ellis and
Garber, 2000; Moffitt et al., 1992). Also,
early puberty interacts with mental
health disorders, ADHD, and cognitive
and emotional deficits to potentially
worsen behavioral outcomes (Ge, Con-
ger, and Elder, 1996; Graber et al., 1997;
Hayward et al., 1997; Kaltiala-Heino
etal.,, 2003; Orr and Ingersoll, 1995;
Rieder and Coupey, 1999). Although
the timing of puberty is also a potential
risk factor for boys, early maturation
creates particular risks for girls because
of the development of physical signs of
maturity inconsistent with still largely
undeveloped cognitive and emotional
systems (Graber, Brooks-Gunn, and
Warren, 1999).

Several studies suggest that early-
maturing girls are more likely to engage
in delinquency and other risk-taking
behaviors. A longitudinal study of

931 males and females (Graber et al.,
2004) found that early onset of puberty
among girls continued to predict
increased risk behavior into adulthood.
Some studies find that compared with
other girls, early-maturing girls are at
increased threat of various high-risk
behaviors such as substance abuse,
running away, and truancy (Caspi and

Moffitt, 1991; Flannery, Rowe, and Gul-
ley, 1993; Graber et al., 1997; Kaltiala-
Heino et al., 2003, Lanza and Collins,
2002; Paikoff and Brooks-Gunn, 1991;
Stattin and Magnusson, 1989; Stice,
Presnell, and Bearman, 2001). Early
maturation in girls also appears to be
arisk factor in exposure to intimate
partner violence in adolescence (Foster,
Hagan, and Brooks-Gunn, 2004).

Moffitt (1993) contends that adoles-
cents experience a “maturity gap”
between their level of biological devel-
opment and their desire to attain adult
status. For some adolescents, delin-
quency may be an attempt to achieve
independence and autonomy from
parental control and to evidence matu-
rity in the social realm.

Peer and Parent Relationships
and Early Puberty

Early-onset puberty in girls is associ-
ated with having an adult boyfriend,
which, in turn, affects the association
between early puberty and delinquency
(Castillo Mezzich et al., 1997). Early-
maturing girls are more likely to date at
younger ages and to affiliate with older
males who may be inclined toward
delinquent activity and involve the girls
in their antisocial behavior (Stattin and
Magnusson, 1990; Weichold, Silbe-
reisen, and Schmitt-Rodermund, 2003).

Among early-maturing girls who
undergo a difficult transition to ado-
lescence, the presence of preexisting
behavioral problems appears to accen-
tuate vulnerability to delinquency (Ge,
Conger, and Elder, 1996). Peer and
parent relationships are important fac-
tors in explaining links between girls’
early maturation and delinquency. The
onset of puberty is traditionally associ-
ated with increased conflict between
parents and teens around issues such
as dating, selecting friends, and chang-
ing behavioral expectations (Paikoff
and Brooks-Gunn, 1991). Using data



on 5,477 females from the National
Study of Adolescent Health (Add
Health), Haynie (2003) found that ear-
lier puberty among girls was associated
with higher levels of delinquency and
that conflict with parents, exposure

to peer deviance, and involvement in
romantic relationships strengthened
the link between early puberty and
delinquency.

Parents’ behaviors also appear to mod-
erate the association between early
puberty and later outcomes. Studies
have found that early-maturing chil-
dren whose parents use harsh and
inconsistent discipline are more likely
to develop behavioral problems than
children of parents with more positive
parenting styles (Ge et al., 2002).

In this way, harsh parenting ampli-

fies the association between pubertal
timing and behavior problems. This
result highlights how a biological factor,
such as pubertal timing, can interact
with parenting processes in predicting
behavior problems.

School and Neighborhood
Contexts and Early Puberty

Environment has also been shown to
play a part in the link between early mat-
uration and vulnerability to delinquen-
cy. Findings from Caspi et al. (1993) sug-
gest that the impact of early maturation
can be affected by the gender composi-
tion of schools. These authors found that
early-maturing girls in mixed-gender
school settings were at greater risk for
delinquency than early-maturing girls

in same-gender school settings. Neigh-
borhoods can exert crucial influences

as well. In a study of a large and diverse
sample from Chicago neighborhoods,
Obeidallah et al. (2004) found that girls
who experience early-onset puberty and
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live in highly disadvantaged neighbor-
hoods—characterized by poverty, high
unemployment, and a high percentage
of single-parent households—are at
significantly greater risk for exhibiting
violent behaviors than are those who live
in less disadvantaged neighborhoods.

In summary, contextual variables such
as school, parenting, and neighbor-
hood may exacerbate or ameliorate the
relationships between early puberty
and problem outcomes. Early puberty,
especially when coupled with family
conflict and disadvantaged neighbor-
hoods, is a key gender-sensitive factor
in girls’ delinquency.

Family Influences

Family issues such as inconsistent

or lax supervision and various forms
of abuse are some of the most stud-
ied links to juvenile delinquency.
Researchers theorize that girls have
stronger connections to family than
boys do throughout life (Gecas and
Seff, 1990; Gilligan, 1982; Leonard,
1982) and that this connection often
serves as a protective factor. The theory
follows that when this protective bond
is weakened by instability, violence,
sexual abuse, and/or lack of parental
supervision, girls may engage

in more risk-taking

behaviors, which in

turn may lead to

delinquency.

Parental Supervision
and Attachment

Complex family processes such as
attachment, parental supervision, and
maltreatment are important factors
that help explain the difference in the
onset of delinquency between girls and
boys. In their landmark study, Mof-

fitt and colleagues (2001) followed a
cohort of 1,000 male and female chil-
dren, taking into account extrafamilial
factors and individual differences.
Eight family factors were significantly
correlated with delinquency for both
girls and boys.2 Although most of these
factors had a stronger relationship to
boys’ delinquency than to girls; the dif-
ference was relatively small.

Findings on attachment, although
commonly more associated with girls
than boys, are inconsistent across stud-
ies, in part because the concept is dif-
ficult to measure.

Findings on effects of parental super-
vision and monitoring are statisti-
cally stronger. Consistent parental
supervision and monitoring seem to
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protect children and adolescents (girls
and boys) from involvement in delin-
quency (Cernkovich and Giordano,
1987; Hirschi, 1969; Schlossman and
Cairns, 1993). In a comprehensive
study of family dynamics (Patterson,
Crosby, and Vuchinich, 1992), parental
monitoring was found to protect youth.
Conversely, ineffective parenting prac-
tices such as inconsistent discipline and
repeated faultfinding frequently fol-
lowed by explosive outbursts character-
ized families of delinquent youth more
than families of nondelinquent youth.
Chamberlain (2003) also documented
these types of negative family processes
in the backgrounds of delinquent girls.

Family Criminality

Criminality of parents and other fam-
ily members has long been considered
a risk factor for delinquency (Glueck
and Glueck, 1950; McCord, 1991;
Rowe and Farrington, 1997), but has
not been extensively studied in girls.
Some qualitative studies in the 1980s
suggested that women involved in
prostitution and other illegal street-life
survival strategies were introduced to
this behavior by cousins, young aunts,
and other relatives who were them-
selves heavily involved in street life
(e.g., Miller, 1986), and that children of
drug-using parents are at high risk for
antisocial behavior (Brown and Mills,
1987). Giordano and Mohler-Rockwell
(2001) studied the effect of familial
criminality on the delinquent involve-
ment of girls in a state juvenile justice
facility. Researchers found that family
members such as mothers, grandmoth-
ers, siblings, and aunts—many of whom
were criminally involved—encouraged
girls to shoplift and some even taught
their daughters to smoke crack.

Similarly, Gaarder and Belknap (2002)
studied girls arrested for serious offens-
es and found that their backgrounds
commonly included sexual abuse as

children, victimization by intimate part-
ners, parental deviance, and parental
drug use.

Family Instability

Family instability, with consequent dis-
ruptions in social ties and continuity of
education, also appears to be a factor

in the development of erratic or disrup-
tive behavior among youth. Keller and
colleagues (2002) focused on parental
transitions (i.e., residential moves and/
or changes in parental caretakers) among
the children of drug-using parents and
found that a greater number of transitions
were significantly associated with drug
use and delinquency by the child. The
delinquency effect was the same for boys
and girls; the drug use effect was found
for girls only. This finding of different
effects with regard to gender strengthens
support for the argument that girls and
boys have different developmental pro-
cesses which may operate independent
of family disruption.

Maltreatment

Empirical evidence consistently sug-
gests that family dysfunction and

child maltreatment increase the risk of
delinquency and criminal offending in
girls (and boys). However, very little is
known about how this process works,
i.e., the effects of specific types of family
risk factors, maltreatment character-
istics (victim-perpetrator relationship,
the victim’s age, the duration of mal-
treatment), the presence of mediating
factors, and gender. Some evidence
suggests that the timing and duration
of maltreatment, as well as interven-
ing life events, can either strengthen or
weaken the negative effects of maltreat-
ment (Ireland, Smith, and Thornberry,
2002; Leiter, Myers, and Zingraff, 1994).
Accordingly, it may be premature to
conclude that the effect of maltreat-
ment on delinquency development is

greater for girls than for boys or that
its effect on girls is greater than that of
other risk factors.

Attention to the developmental effects
of maltreatment, particularly to effects
of childhood physical and sexual abuse,
increased dramatically during the 1990s
with the publication of findings from
several prospective longitudinal studies.
These findings indicate that a history of
abuse and neglect significantly increases
the chances of having both a juvenile
and an adult criminal record (Widom,
1989a, 1991). Empirical evidence also
indicates that girls who perpetrate vio-
lence often have a history of violence
committed against them (Herrera and
McCloskey, 2001; Margolin and Gordis,
2000; Molnar et al., 2005; Song, Singer,
and Anglin, 1998; Spohn, 2000; Widom,
1989a, 1989b, 1989c, 1991, 1995).

In her prospective cohort study, Widom
found that children who had experi-
enced severe child abuse or neglect were
at significantly higher risk for juvenile
arrest compared to the matched control
group (Widom and Ames, 1994; Widom
and Maxfield, 2001). By young adult-
hood, those reported as severely abused
or neglected as children were 59 percent
more likely to have been arrested for

any offense as a juvenile and 28 percent
more likely to have been arrested for
violent crime.

Analyzing family effects on delinquency
in a community sample, Herrera and
McCloskey (2001) found that girls who
had experienced severe child abuse
were more than seven times as likely as
nonabused girls to commit a violent act
that was referred to the juvenile justice
system, even when researchers applied
statistical controls for co-occurring risk
factors in violent families.

Sexual abuse is the most studied type of
maltreatment of girls. Existing research
focuses primarily on psychological



outcomes and has a number of meth-
odological limitations. For example,
there is no standardized measure of
sexual abuse; researchers often leave it
up to respondents to define abuse; pro-
spective studies are rare and often fol-
low subjects for only 12 to 18 months;
and control groups are often absent.
Nevertheless, among studies that have
addressed these concerns, the find-
ings are intriguing. Siegel and Williams
(2003) found that, with statistical con-
trols for race and family dysfunction

in a study of girls, sexual abuse victims
had an increased likelihood of juvenile
arrests for violent offenses and adult

Family Structure

and Delinquency

The likelihood of delinquency effects of
family structure were statistically weak
and indirect and were further weak-
ened when family processes such as
parental supervision and maltreatment
were taken into account (Demuth and
Brown, 2004).
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arrests for any offense. Widom (1995),
however, based on a review of arrest
records, found that sexual abuse has

no greater impact on criminality than
other forms of maltreatment such as
severe physical abuse and neglect.

(The research did not examine gender
differences in these effects.) In Widom’s
study, the “sexual abuse plus group”—
a small sample of boys and girls who
had experienced sexual abuse as well
as severe neglect or nonsexual physical
abuse—were more likely than those in
other maltreatment groups and those in
the comparison sample to be arrested
for running away.

Family Structure

Although early research suggests that
youth living in two-parent biologi-

cal families fare better on a range of
developmental outcomes than those
in single-parent or alternative struc-
tures (Amato and Keith, 1991), this
research typically finds that effects of
family structure on developmental
outcomes such as delinquency are not
strong (Hetherington and Kelly, 2002).

More tangible differences in family
dynamics or circumstances—such

as supervision practices—are largely
responsible when study groups have
different outcomes. An analysis of data
from the National Longitudinal Study
of Adolescent Health, using a large
national probability sample of adoles-
cents (Manning and Lamb, 2003) found
that youth in two-parent biological
families had more favorable adolescent
outcomes than youth with other fam-
ily structures, including lower levels

of reported delinquency involvement.
Youth living in families in which the
mother was cohabiting with an unmar-
ried partner had worse outcomes than
those in stepparent families. A gender-
specific analysis of the Add Health data
(Demuth and Brown, 2004) found that
a mother’s cohabitation had similar
effects on the likelihood of involvement
in delinquency for both boys and girls.
The highest rates of delinquency were
for youth in father-only households,
followed by father-stepmother and
single-mother households.

The Impact of Peers

Research has consistently documented
the importance of friendship and peers
in adolescent behavior and delinquency
(Warr, 2002). Empirical studies sug-
gest that unstructured socializing
among youth—socializing without
specific activities and without guidance
or supervision by positive adults—
increases the likelihood that delinquent
activities will occur (Coie, Dodge, and
Kupersmidt, 1990; Mahoney and Stat-
tin, 2000). Studies further document
that boys and girls who engage in
highly structured activities associated
with school and prosocial clubs are
less likely to become involved in delin-
quent behavior than peers without this
involvement (Eccles and Barber, 1999;
Mahoney and Cairns, 1997; Mahoney,
Cairns, and Farmer, 2003; Mahoney and
Stattin, 2000).
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Empirical studies also have examined
the effect of social skill deficits—i.e.,
whether young people who are unsuc-
cessful with peers are more likely to
become antisocial and aggressive. Mof-
fitt and colleagues (2001) found that
boys and girls who were rejected by
other children during the grade school
years were more likely to become delin-
quent; this effect was stronger for boys.
Conversely, Cairns and Cairns (1994)
found that aggressive boys and girls
were generally solid members of peer
clusters rather than socially isolated
and had as many friendships as non-
aggressive youth.

Adolescents’ social connections may
also provide support for and training
in delinquent behavior (Morash, 1986;
Jensen, 2003), amplify risk-taking, and
foster and reinforce a delinquent view
of self (Matsueda, 1992). Aggressive
youth often affiliate with other aggres-
sive youth (Cairns and Cairns, 1994).
This social context provides an oppor-
tunity for modeling aggressive behavior
and a buffer against the social disap-
proval of others. Peer influence of this
sort is a critical factor in understanding
adolescent involvement in delinquency.
A study of high-school-age girls found
that those who had been adjudicated as
delinquent offenders reported greater lev-
els of perceived peer pressure than other
girls (Claes and Simard, 1992; Giordano,
Cernkovich, and Pugh, 1986).

In an analysis of Add Health data,
Haynie (2001) found that peers’ delin-
quency had a significant effect on a
youth’s own delinquency, as did the
cohesiveness of the peer network. The
majority of adolescents in this national-
ly representative sample reported a mix
of friendships, including delinquent
and nondelinquent friends. However,
youth involved with the highest level

of delinquency reported that almost all
their friends were delinquent (Haynie,
2002). The focus of this research was

not on gender differences, so no analy-
ses by gender were conducted, how-
ever, the findings suggest important
dynamics for further research.

Delinquency happens most often in
group contexts. As noted earlier, girls’
association with males is a factor in

the onset and course of delinquency.
Stattin and Magnusson (1990) sug-
gest that girls’ early maturation may
influence their association with older
males and, in turn, increase their risk
for delinquent behavior if the older
male is involved in delinquent activi-
ties. Analyses of Add Health data found
that romantic partners’ delinquency
did influence respondents’ likelihood
of delinquency (Haynie et al., 2005)—a
dynamic that has stronger relevance for
girls’ delinquency than for boys!

Girls may adopt drug and alcohol use
to cope with partner abuse, to win
their partner’s approval, or to fit in with
peers (Giordano, Cernkovich, and Ros-
sol, 2002). Violence related to jealousy
and other relationship problems may
also contribute to girls’ delinquency
(Miller and White, 2003).

Neighborhood Effects

The research literature on how neigh-
borhoods affect residents’ behavior is
extensive, and a growing number of
studies are examining how exposure to
violence in neighborhoods or schools
affects youth (Margolin and Gordis,
2000). (See Kroneman, Loeber, and
Hipwell, 2004, for a review of neigh-
borhood context, delinquency, and
gender.)

The literature on the effects of neigh-
borhoods reflects a long history of
sociological and public health research,
focusing primarily on social disorga-
nization (Sampson, Morenoff, and
Gannon-Rowley, 2002; Bursik and

Grasmick, 1993a,b), as well as research
by developmental psychologists
(Brooks-Gunn et al., 1993, 2000; Jencks
and Mayer, 1990) and economists
(Durlauf, 2004). Literature reviews have
been conducted in each of these areas
(Sampson, Morenoff, and Gannon-
Rowley, 2002; Leventhal and Brooks-
Gunn, 2000; Durlauf, 2004).

Neighborhood characteristics exam-
ined in these studies include concen-
trated poverty, household structure,
social cohesion or disorganization,
social capital and efficacy, and residen-
tial mobility. These studies explored
how these neighborhood characteristics
relate to risky behaviors, early school
attrition, health outcomes, exposure

to and use of violence, and crime and
delinquency.

In general, researchers have found that
neighborhoods with structural disad-
vantage or concentrated poverty have
higher rates of violence (Messner, Raf-
falovich, and McMillan, 2001; Lauritsen
and White, 2001), violent victimization
and exposure to violence (Farrell and
Bruce, 1997; Molnar et al., 2005), and
arrests for property and personal crime
(Steffensmeier and Haynie, 2000). The
impact of neighborhood characteristics
on girls versus boys has not been exten-
sively researched. Some studies suggest
that girls are, in general, more closely
supervised and kept closer to the home
than are boys; thus, girls are less exposed
than boys to the street violence found

in many disadvantaged neighborhoods
(Farrell and Bruce, 1997; Bottcher, 2001).
The finding that girls are also less likely
than boys to be expelled from school for
misconduct (Clark et al., 2003) suggests
that they are less exposed to neighbor-
hood environments. Although girls are
less often exposed to violence in the
community than boys are, girls who are
exposed to violence exhibit more vio-
lence than nonvictimized girls in similar
neighborhoods (Molnar et al., 2005).



Violent Behavior

Research has shown interactions
between neighborhood characteristics,
prior violent victimization, and violent
behavior. For example, findings from

a prospective study of violence by girls
based on a large and diverse sample
from Chicago neighborhoods found that
adolescent girls were more likely to act
violently if they had been victims of vio-
lence and if they lived in communities
with high rates of poverty and/or violent
crime. Even when researchers took into
consideration socioeconomic status,
previous perpetration of violence, devi-
ant peer behavior, illegal substance use,
and other family and individual charac-
teristics, violent victimization remained
an important risk factor for subsequent
violent behavior by girls. Girls between
ages 9 and 15 were 2.4 times as likely to
engage in violence if they had a history
of prior physical or sexual molestation/
assault or had been otherwise violently
victimized at home, at school, or in the
community. Girls living in economically
disadvantaged neighborhoods were 1.5
times as likely to behave violently as
girls in other neighborhoods. Victimized
girls in violent, economically disadvan-
taged neighborhoods were twice as like-
ly to behave violently as nonvictimized
girls in similar neighborhoods (Molnar
etal., 2005).

The impacts of neighborhood dis-
advantage on violent outcomes are
echoed in other studies. In a survey of
African American youth, Farrell and
Bruce (1997) found that higher levels
of exposure to violence in disadvan-
taged neighborhoods led to increased

Positive Effects of Relocation

Relocation to more affluent neighbor-
hoods lowered the rate of girls’ arrests
for violent and property offenses.
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violent behavior by both girls and boys.
Lauritsen and White (2001) also found
that nonstranger violence was higher for
both black and white females when they
lived in disadvantaged neighborhoods.

Lane, Cunningham, and Ellen (2004)
studied knife and gun carrying—typically
measures of more violent behavior—
among a sample of low-income African
American girls and boys in San Fran-
cisco. Boys and girls did not differ in
their intent to carry knives, and this
intent was associated with more delin-
quent and aggressive behaviors in both
genders. Boys, as other studies have
found, were more likely than girls to
carry guns.

Relocation

One study has examined the effects

of moving away from disadvantaged
neighborhoods on later delinquency. In
the Moving to Opportunity study (Kling,
Ludwig, and Katz, 2005), public housing
residents in five cities were randomly
assigned to an experimental group in
which residents could use a housing
voucher to relocate to a leased unit

in a nonpoverty area. A control group
received no vouchers. Researchers used
arrest data and survey information to
analyze delinquency among boys and
girls in the two groups.

Both girls and boys in the experimental
group (the group receiving vouchers)
experienced fewer arrests for violent
offenses compared with youth in the
control group that did not relocate.
Girls in the experimental group were
also arrested less often for other crimes.
However, several years after the move
occurred, the effects changed for males.
Property crime arrests became more
common for boys who had moved to
more affluent neighborhoods than for
boys who had not moved, although
violent crime by the boys who moved

remained low. Arrests for both violent
and property crime remained low for
girls who moved. The move to a bet-

ter neighborhood also appeared to
improve girls’ expectations for complet-
ing college, increased their participa-
tion in sports, and was associated with
reduced school absences and increased
associations with peers who engaged in
school activities.

Differential Effects of
Disadvantaged Neighborhoods

Current studies suggest that disadvan-
taged neighborhoods are somewhat
less of a risk factor for delinquency in
girls than in boys because girls are more
closely supervised and kept closer to
home. Nevertheless, neighborhoods
remain important influences on girls’
involvement in both violence and less
serious forms of delinquency. Addi-
tional research is needed to examine
the nature and extent of that influence
more closely.
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Involvement in
Religious Activities

The construct of religiosity, in particu-
lar, is difficult to measure. Surveys have
used varied approaches to measuring
religiosity (e.g., single-item measure
versus multiple-item measure) and
this has led to inconsistent findings in
research (Johnson et al., 2000).

Some studies suggest that religion

plays a role in regulating antisocial
behavior among youth. Involvement in
religion-focused activities may affect
socialization and behaviors, especially
among very cohesive religious groups.
However, these studies tend to be small,
use limited measurements, and lack
controls for external variables (Johnson,
2002; Smith, 2005).

Many youth report some involvement
in religion. A recent article summariz-
ing multiple surveys on teens’ religious
behavior found that the majority of
teens claim some sort of religious affili-
ation (Smith et al., 2003).

Studies suggest that involvement in
religious activities can protect against
minor delinquency (Baier and Wright,
2001). Consistent with findings about
peer and other social affiliations, this
effect is more likely when teens are
surrounded by others involved with
religion, including parents, peers, and
community residents (Pearce and
Haynie, 2004; Regnerus, 2003; Stark,
Kent, and Doyle, 1982). Parents’ reli-
giosity also seems to have protective
effects on delinquency among youth,
although this appears stronger for boys
than girls (Regnerus and Elder, 2003).
Studies further suggest that having reli-
gious parents effectively discourages
delinquency only when the child is also
religious (Pearce and Haynie, 2004).

Various theories have been used to
explain why involvement in religion

may protect against delinquency. For
instance, strain theory argues that
religion may reduce the stressors that
adolescents face (Agnew, 2001). Some
studies report that religious adoles-
cents are more likely to get along well
with their parents or other adults, feel
more comfortable talking with adults,
have more adults they can turn to for
support, and are less likely to associ-
ate with delinquent peers (Jang and
Johnson, 2005; Regnerus, 2003; Sherkat
and Ellison, 1999; Smith, 2005). Con-
trol theory suggests that religious teens
may be more under their parents’ con-
trol, have higher stakes in conformity
to mainstream social norms, and may
be more invested in maintaining a pos-
itive image (Jang and Johnson, 2001;
Johnson et al., 2001; Regnerus, 2003;
Regnerus and Elder, 2003; Sherkat and
Ellison, 1999; Smith, 2005).

Schools

Academic Performance

Much research has been conducted on
the general relationship between aca-
demic performance and deviant behav-
ior (Gottfredson, 1981, 2001; Junger-Tas,
Ribeaud, and Cruyff, 2004; Maguin and
Loeber, 1996; Paulson, Coombs, and
Richardson, 1990; Rosay et al., 2000).
The inverse relationship between
academic performance and deviance
seems stronger in boys than in girls
(Junger-Tas, Ribeaud, and Cruyff, 2004;
Maguin and Loeber, 1996). However,
gender differences appear to depend on
the type of deviant behavior studied.

Some studies have found that

the inverse relationship between
academic performance and drug use
is equal for both genders (Paulson,
Coombs and Richardson, 1990;
Rosay et al., 2000).

Attachment to School

Attachment to school generally is
defined as the extent to which stu-
dents care about school and about
teachers’ opinion of them. The more
students feel as though they belong

to their school, the less likely they

are to engage in delinquent behavior
(Cernkovich and Giordano, 1992; Gott-
fredson, Wilson, and Najaka, 2002;
Jenkins, 1997; Liska and Reed, 1985;
Welsh, Greene, and Jenkins, 1999).
This relationship is well documented
in both cross-sectional and longitu-
dinal studies; although some studies
found a protective effect for girls only
(Crosnoe, Erickson, and Dornbusch,
2002; Sale et al., 2003), most studies
demonstrate that the protective effect
of attachment is equal for boys and
girls (Cernkovich and Giordano, 1992;
Zweig et al., 2002). An analysis of the
Add Health data for 12,578 adolescent
students found that boys and girls with
low-risk profiles reported more school
connectedness than those with higher
risk profiles (Zweig et al., 2002).

Longitudinal studies, which provide a
more solid base for examining gender
differences in the relationship between
school attachment and delinquency,
indicate that attachment has a stronger
influence for girls than boys: Crosnoe,
Erickson, and Dornbusch (2002) found
that bonding with teachers protected
against delinquency, even when girls
had delinquent friends.

Commitment to School

Commitment to school is generally
defined as the time and energy invested
by students in the pursuit of their edu-
cational goals. Students who spend

a considerable amount of time and
effort in school are more likely to be
concerned about losing their invest-
ment if they engage in deviant behav-
ior, whereas students who have little



invested and less to lose are more likely
to engage in deviant behavior. As with
findings on attachment to school, this
relationship is well documented in both
cross-sectional and longitudinal studies
(Cernkovich and Giordano, 1992;
Gottfredson, 2001; Gottfredson, Wilson,
and Najaka, 2002; Jenkins, 1997; Thorn-
berry, Esbensen, and Van Kammen,
1993; Thornberry et al., 1991; Welsh,
Greene, and Jenkins, 1999).

School-Level Factors

The research suggests that most school-
level factors affect girls and boys
equally when it comes to delinquency.
School-level factors include grade

level, size of student enrollment, class
size, racial and ethnic composition,

and school location. A key factor in the
development of delinquency in youth

is students’ perception of whether rules
are clear and enforced fairly and the
impact of unusual or punitive respons-
es to misbehavior (Payne and Gott-
fredson, 2005). Perception of fairness
protects against delinquent behavior for
both genders, but more so for boys than
for girls.

Empirical literature to date indicates
that attachment to school has protec-
tive effects against delinquency for both
genders, although several recent studies
find a stronger effect for girls. Academic
performance, clarity of rules, and a per-
ception of the rules and their enforce-
ment as fair also are protective for both
genders but seem to have a stronger
effect for boys.

Justice System
Responses to Girls

Historically, juvenile courts primar-
ily dealt with boys under delinquency
jurisdiction and girls under status
offense jurisdiction (Feld, 2009b). This
distinction has often led to different
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processing of female status offenders in
courts and in mental health and juve-
nile justice institutions. The Juvenile
Justice and Delinquency Prevention
Act of 1974 provided impetus to divert,
deinstitutionalize, and decriminal-

ize all status offenders. Although the
Act restricted commitment of status
offenders to training schools, states
did not provide adequate community-
based alternatives for girls (American
Bar Association and National Bar Asso-
ciation, 2001). Female status offenders
were relabeled as “delinquent” and
often confined in private-sector men-
tal health and chemical dependency
treatment facilities, or were placed

in detention as a protective strategy
when other placements were not avail-
able (Snyder and Sickmund, 2006;
Weithorn, 1988).

As noted earlier, girls accounted for
about a quarter (23 percent) of all juve-
niles arrested for aggravated assault

in 2006 and about a third (34 percent)
of those arrested for other assaults.
Between 1980 to 2006, while boys’
arrest rate for simple assault doubled,
the arrest rate for simple assault for
girls quadrupled. Percentage increases
in assault arrest rates for girls reflect, in
part, girls’ relatively low rates of assault
offenses compared to boys’ (Chesney-
Lind and Shelden, 1998; Steffensmeier
etal., 2005). The literature suggests no

major increase in violent behavior among
adolescent girls, despite a major increase
in their arrests for simple assault (Stef-
fensmeier et al., 2005). The changes in
numbers, rates, and gender ratios for
assault offenses suggest a relabeling of
status offenses (e.g., incorrigibility) as
domestic violence assaults. When police
implemented policies of zero tolerance
and mandatory arrests for domestic
assailants in the 1990s, events previously
recorded as family disputes may have
come to be reclassified as simple or
aggravated assault. Police also may have
begun to treat threats to do harm much
more seriously.

Implications for Program
and Policy Development

The results of this literature review sug-
gest that risk and protective factors for
girls’ delinquency are, in many ways,
similar to risk and protective factors

for boys’ delinquency. However, key
gender differences exist, with important
implications for program and policy
development.

Important areas for consideration in
programming and policy include:

B Delinquency prevention and inter-
vention programs for girls must
address physical maltreatment,

11
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including sexual abuse and assault.
Compared to boys, girls experience
more sexual abuse in the home and
are at greater risk for sexual assault
outside the home (Berlinger and
Elliot, 2002).

Responses to mental health prob-
lems such as depression, anxiety,
and posttraumatic stress disorder
should be integral components of
programming for girls. Depression
and anxiety are more frequently
diagnosed in girls than in boys

and may accompany delinquency.
Aggression by girls may indicate
earlier victimization and signify that
these girls need intervention to deal
with these experiences. An increase
in family-centered programming
may be useful.

Lack of family supervision and
monitoring has a causal link to
delinquency for both boys and
girls. Ineffective parenting practices,
including harsh or inconsistent
discipline, are critical factors in the
development of girls’ delinquency.
Parental deviance, family crimi-
nality, and parental drug use are
strongly associated with the devel-
opment of delinquent and criminal
behavior in children and adolescents
of both genders.

Positive school involvement protects
against delinquency in both girls and
boys. School attachment is more sig-
nificant for girls than for boys, while
rule fairness and enforcement are
more significant for boys.

As evidenced by the results of the
Moving to Opportunity Study, atten-
tion to neighborhood effects and
programs that facilitate moves to
affluent neighborhoods may be
especially helpful to girls.

Interdisciplinary models that place
behaviors in social, psychologi-
cal, and biological context for girls

are critical in understanding and
responding to early puberty as a risk
factor. Helping girls who enter puberty
early to understand and deal with
peer and parental response is one way
of offsetting some of the biological/
emotional maturity disconnect.

B The link between girls’ delinquent
behavior and system responses
remains an important area for
policy, programs, and research.

The American Bar Association and
National Bar Association report Jus-
tice by Gender (2001) notes a critical
lack of prevention, diversion, and
treatment alternatives for girls in
the juvenile justice system.

Conclusion

Although additional research is criti-
cally needed, it is clear that factors such
as economic disadvantage, exposure to
violence, experiences with physical and
sexual child abuse and maltreatment,
and lack of positive parental supervi-
sion affect the development of delin-
quency for both girls and boys. Early
puberty, coupled with stressors such as
conflict with parents and involvement
with delinquent (and often older) male
peers, is a risk factor unique to girls.

These factors must be addressed in
efforts to understand and address girls’
delinquency. Finally, two aspects of
the justice system also merit examina-
tion: arrest policies that widen the net
(especially those dealing with conflicts
between adolescent girls and their
parents) and detention of girls because
community-based alternatives are
lacking. See Feld (2009a) for additional
discussion.

Endnotes

Survival sex is offered for food,
shelter, protection, or money;
prostitution is engaged in strictly
for money.

2. The eight factors that were sig-
nificantly correlated with girls’
delinquency were as follows:

(1) negative and critical mothers,
(2) harsh discipline, (3) inconsis-
tent discipline, (4) family conflict,
(5) frequent family moves, (6) mul-
tiple caregivers, (7) longer periods
of time with a single parent, and
(8) growing up in socioeconomi-
cally disadvantaged families.
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