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Abstract 

Juvenile justice specialists have recognized rising trends in girls delinquency.  Girls’ 

detention rates rose by 98% over the last twenty years, compared to a 29% increase in boys’ 

detention (FBI, 2011).  Only 11% of arrests for violent offenses were represented by girls in 

1980, by 2000 that proportion increased to 18%, and by 2004 it had grown to 30%.  Arrest rates 

continue to be higher than girls; however, the rate at which girls increased was incomparable to 

that of boys.  The changes in female delinquency caused juvenile justice specialists to question 

why the shift was occurring and whether girls were becoming more violent.  Until recently, most 

juvenile research had been conducted specifically on boys (Slowikowski, 2010).  Researchers 

find that the causes and correlates of female juvenile delinquency differs from that of males.  

Programming designed to address those differences are necessary to best serve girls in the 

system. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Juvenile justice specialists have recognized rising trends in girls delinquency.  Girls’ 

detention rates rose by 98% over the last twenty years, compared to a 29% increase in boys’ 

detention (FBI, 2011).  Only 11% of arrests for violent offenses were represented by girls in 

1980, by 2000 that proportion increased to 18%, and by 2004 it had grown to 30%.  Arrest rates 

continue to be higher than girls; however, the rate at which girls increased was incomparable to 

that of boys.  The changes in female delinquency caused juvenile justice specialists to question 

why the shift was occurring and whether girls were becoming more violent.  Until recently, most 

juvenile research had been conducted specifically on boys (Slowikowski, 2010).  

 There are different characteristics, supported by empirical evidence, of incarcerated boys 

and girls which are often used to support the need for gender-specific programs.  The 

reauthorization of the Juvenile Justice and Deliqnucny Prevention Act in 1992, increased 

attention on providing unique and equitable programming for girls in the juvenile justice system 

(Zahn, Day, Mihalic, & Tichavsky, 2009).  Although young women and girls represent almost 

30% of the total juvenile arrests, they receive only 2% of services nationwide (The Center for 

Young Women's Development, 2005). Girls in the juvenile justice system require gender specific 

programming to reduce their risk of recidivism and increase their potential for a healthy and 

successful future. Treatment programming should focus on developing self-esteem, the power of 

positive choices, and a hope for a brighter future by the time they exit the juvenile system. 

A review of recent research supports the theory that the adolescent experience is different 

for females than it is for males.  Likewise, the risk factors associated with delinquency are 
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different.  Females also are committing different types of crimes.  Many current programs do 

exist that recognize the importance of gender specific programming and incorporate aspects 

associated with female offending. 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

The following review describes the specific risk factors associated with the adolescent 

experience for girls, types of offenses committed by girls, and an analysis of current programs.  

Gender differences in underlying biological functions, social interpretations, and psychological 

functioning can result in different forms of delinquent behaviors for boys and girls.  

Additionally, theorists suggest that girls are exposed differently to certain risk conditions, which 

contributes to their overall risk for certain types of delinquency. 

Risk Factors and the Adolescent Experience 

A number of delinquency risk factors exist that affect both boys and girls, such as family 

dynamics, neighborhood environment, and the availability of community based programs and 

neighborhood environment.  However, research has found that girls are affected differently by 

certain factors that contribute to at risk behaviors.  Those factors should be considered when 

determining the treatment route most appropriate for young girls in the system. 

Girls in the juvenile justice system more often have mental health diagnoses such as 

diagnoses of major depression, post-traumatic stress disorder, separation anxiety, and disruptive 

disorders than their male counterparts.  Additionally, girls have a significantly greater rate of 

having been physically neglected or abused either physically, sexually, or emotionally than boys.  

Another important difference is that delinquent girls often come from more dysfunctional 
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families, which are characterized by a high incidence of mother-daughter conflict (Zahn, Day, 

Mihalic, & Tichavsky, 2009). 

The Adolescent Experience for Girls 

Adolescence is defined as the period of growth between age 13 and 19; however, the 

physical and psychological changes associated with adolescence can begin as young as age 9.  

The transitional period of adolescence is characterized by both discovery and disorientation.  

During this time young people experience a tremendous pace in growth and change.  In addition 

to physical and sexual maturation, adolescence is a time of social independence, identity 

development, and new relationships and roles (Snyman, 2003).  No longer a child and not yet an 

adult, adolescence is a time of considerable risk for most; however, there is evidence suggesting 

that girls experience more negative life events than boys in adolescence, and may also be more 

sensitive to the effects especially when they are experienced within their home. Girls with one or 

more risk factors tend to have more difficulty navigating their way through adolescence (Zahn 

M. , et al., 2010).  

The Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) Girl’s Study Group 

found that adolescent girls experience a greater number of negative life events than boys. 

Additionally, in similar situations, girls may be more sensitive to the effects of a negative event 

than their male counterparts.  Research suggests that variations of gender-related responses can 

be attributed to differences in certain psychological traits and biological functions in certain 

situations.  These subtle differences may contribute to the ways girls’ delinquency differs from 

that of boys (Zahn M. A., et al., 2010). 

Juvenile girls in the system experience a greater rate of trauma events leading up to 

engagement in delinquent behavior. A 2005 study showed that females are significantly more 
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likely to report prior victimization of some sort, whether emotional, physical and/or sexual as a 

key factor leading to their offending behavior (The Center for Young Women's Development, 

2005).  Additionally, the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention reports that 40% 

of girls in the system report at least some exposure to domestic violence.  A study of the 

California juvenile justice system found that 11% of California’s juvenile justice girls had 

experienced and/or witnessed the death of at least one parent due to domestic violence, gang 

assaults, drug overdose, suicide, or HIV.  The vast majority of California girls in the system also 

had at least one close relative incarcerated (Chesney-Lind, Morash, & Stevens, 2008).   

Almost all juvenile girls in the California justice system experienced some form of abuse; 

92% reported physical abuse and 35% reported histories of sexual abuse.  Similar results were 

found in studies done in Hawaii, Colorado, Massachusetts, and Oregon (Chesney-Lind, Morash, 

& Stevens, 2008).  Girls’ victimization also starts at an earlier age and lasts longer than most 

boys victimization experience (Holsinger & Holsinger, 2005). 

Response to abuse varies between the genders, as well.  Male youths who have been 

physically abused are more likely to engage in delinquent and violent behavior.  Female youth 

are more likely to internalize the abuse which commonly manifests in long term consequences.  

Females who have been abused or neglected are more likely to have an adult criminal record for 

violent behavior than male abuse victims and non-abused females (Holsinger & Holsinger, 

2005).   

A common response to trauma is substance use and/or substance abuse.  The most 

common substances used by adolescent girls are alcohol and marijuana. Substance abuse 

amongst girls has grown over the last few decades and girls are now more likely than boys to be 

drinking alcohol regularly (Sax, 2005).   Adolescent girls are four times more likely to drink 
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alcohol than their mothers were at the same age and fifteen times more likely to use drugs. 

Additionally, research has found that girls are more likely to use cocaine, PCP, crack, and heroin 

than their male counterparts.  More girls report being addicted to some drug than boys; 64.7% 

versus 40.3% (Chesney-Lind, Morash, & Stevens, 2008). 

Media in all forms has the capacity to introduce new variations of trauma, and girls are 

predominately more effected by cyber victimization and negative impact to self-esteem. The last 

decade has seen a dramatic shift in how kids are spending their time. A recent study done by 

Nancy Jo Sales, found that 81 percent of Internet-using teenagers are active on social-networking 

sites.  Additionally, young people between the ages of 8 and 18 spend more than 11 hours a day 

on the internet or watching television (Sales, 2013).  The media, now more than in previous 

generations, plays an important role in adolescent development.  So often the media’s portrayal 

of femininity is restrictive, unrealistic, and focused on physical beauty.  This has had an impact 

on the way adolescence socialize, make friends, date, and think about sex (Brown, Halpern, & & 

L'Engle, 2005).   

Some form of sexual content can be found in more than two thirds of programming on 

television.  Evidence suggests that sexual behavior increases the more a teenager is exposed to 

sexual content (Brown, Halpern, & & L'Engle, 2005).  A more recent study found that teens 

exposed to high levels of sexual content were twice as likely to become pregnant within the 

following three years (Sales, 2013).  Many girls in the juvenile justice system, about 75%, report 

being sexually active and about one third report having boyfriends more than twice their age.  

Girls rely on their boyfriends to meet basic needs and become easily vulnerable to the pressures 

to use alcohol or drugs and to engage in illegal activity.  Statistically, girls are more likely to 

break the law if they are involved in a relationship with an older man.  In addition to illegal 
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activity, girls are 39% more likely to become pregnant when they are involved with a man older 

than the age of 20 (Chesney-Lind, Morash, & Stevens, 2008).  Teenage pregnancy under these 

circumstances introduces an entirely new set of difficulties. 

The consequences of a teenage pregnancy more greatly affect females than males.  Many 

teenage fathers never acknowledge parenthood, never know that they are fathers, or are simply 

unwilling to deal with the responsibility associated with parenthood (Arendell, 2007).  Children 

of teenage mothers are more likely to be at risk once they reach their adolescent years.  For 

example, daughters of adolescent mothers are 83% more likely to become teen mothers 

themselves (Kenemore & Spira, 1996). 

The media has the power to impact the psychological development of adolescent girls, as 

well.  For an adolescent who is not equipped to critically analyze the unrealistic portrayals of 

teenage girls, the results can be detrimental to the self-esteem (Durham, 1999).   The influence of 

the media adds to the reality that young girls, more often than boys, are more susceptible to a 

loss of self-esteem and self-determination which includes negative body image and conflicts 

surrounding sexuality.  Even without the media factor, girls are more predominantly affected by 

mental health issues and depression, beginning at about the onset of puberty (Snyman, 2003).   

Mental health impacts delinquency risk for both boys and girls.  Boys are more likely to 

be diagnosed with conduct disorders or ADHD, while girls more commonly have diagnosis 

associated with life stressors and victimization.  Girls are believed to be at a greater risk for 

internalizing problems which leads to emotional difficulties, self-destructive behaviors and 

depression (Holsinger & Holsinger, 2005).  While both genders are comparable in diagnosis of 

depression, anxiety, and posttraumatic stress disorder, the relationship between these diagnosis 

and delinquency is much stronger for girls than for boys (Zahn, et al., 2010).   
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 Anxiety is common among depressed adolescent girls. Girls with uncontrolled anxiety 

have difficulty separating minor worries from major worries.  Anxiety can consume the lives of 

adolescent girls and negatively impact their day to day functioning and can also lead to guilt and 

self-blame regarding the impact of their actions which increases already prevalent anxiety.  A 

common response to anxiety is self-harm behaviors. Hurting themselves as a means to punish 

themselves (Snyman, Poggenpoel, & Myburgh, 2003) . 

An evaluation of clinically depressed adolescent girls found that girls describe 

themselves as inferior.  Additionally, girls express feeling a profound sense of sadness on a 

consistent basis.  A typical response to these feelings is to withdraw and isolate themselves.  

Girls explain their self-isolation as a conscious choice to remove themselves from interactions 

that could lead to conflict.  Often times, girls use their self-isolation periods for self-reflection 

which is an effective way to bring a sense of calm and allows for clearer perspective.  Other 

times, girls report their withdrawal period is used to contemplate ideas of suicide and 

consequently leads to deeper depression (Snyman, Poggenpoel, & Myburgh, 2003). 

 Many times, young girls express their emotional despair through acting-out behaviors 

such as fighting, shouting, throwing and breaking objects.  Others mask their depression by using 

escapism techniques such as running away or denial.  Depression can also manifest itself into 

somatic symptoms such as changes in appetite, fatigue, and sleep disturbances. Young girls often 

seek relief by sleeping which tends to reduce social contact and minimizes the opportunity for 

participation in enjoyable life experiences (Holsinger & Holsinger, 2005).   

 Depression can be risky for young adolescent girls without adequate support from their 

family, peers, or school.  Adolescent girls have difficulty accepting responsibility for their 

inappropriate choices and behaviors and more often blame other people or external factors for 
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their actions.  By doing so, they develop a perceived lack of control while leads to helplessness 

to change their circumstances.  Their feelings of worthlessness lead to decreased self-esteem, 

self-hatred, and thoughts of self-harm.  These negative feelings are further associated with an 

inability to concentrate at school leading to poor grades which is further validation of inadequacy 

(Snyman, Poggenpoel, & Myburgh, 2003).  “Current research on adolescent depression indicates 

that depression is particularly responsive to intervention during the early adolescent years and 

that early identification will prevent the development of a chronic and severe form of depression 

in adolescents” (Snyman, 2003).  

Relationship shifts occur during the adolescent years peer groups become significantly 

more important and adolescent girls begin to separate themselves from their parents, primarily 

their mother.  Anxiety increases as girls try to navigate their way into a group.  Girls are less 

likely to seek comfort from their mothers during this period, which often would be a useful 

outlet.  The anxiety associated with peer relationships impacts the strain of the mother daughter 

relationship.  Those family units with strong communication skills generally can work through 

this rocky period; however, girls at risk are lacking the strong family connection (Kenemore & 

Spira, 1996). 

The mother daughter relationship is an important factor during adolescence.  Tensions 

emerge as the daughter begins to develop an identity separate from her mother.   Research 

supports the idea that girls’ loss of self-esteem can be, at least partially, attributed to the mother’s 

role within the family.  Girls who witness a mother who is unable to use her voice on her own 

behalf tend to become more compliant and less assertive in most areas of their life, with the 

exception of home.  A loss of self-esteem occurs when girls hide their opinions (Kenemore & 

Spira, 1996). 
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Dysfunctional families and instability in the home setting is a risk factor for both boys 

and girls; however, research has suggested that girls have more difficulty coping with the stress 

within the home (Zahn M. A., et al., 2010).   In a California study, 59% of girls credited their 

relationship with their parents as the number one influence contributing to delinquent behaviors.  

A wider reaching study of girls in California, Massachusetts and Colorado found that delinquent 

girls most often had families characterized by divorce, substance abuse, mental illness, 

homelessness, and death (Chesney-Lind, Morash, & Stevens, 2008).  Further instability occurs 

when girls move back and forth between different relatives or placements in early childhood and 

adolescence.  Instability within the home leads girls to a number of risk behaviors and are at a 

higher risk of being raped or wounded (NCJRS, Delinquency Prevention/ Risk and Protective 

Factors, 2012). 

Types of Offenses 

Juvenile justice specialists have recognized rising trends in girls delinquency.  Girls’ 

detention rates rose by 98% over the last twenty years, compared to a 29% increase in boys’ 

detention (FBI, 2011).  A majority of girls in detention facilities are there for non-violent crimes 

and status offenses such as truancy, curfew violations, and running away.   

Running away is one of the most prevalent risk factors for involvement with the juvenile 

justice system. Of importance is why are these girls running away, who are they running from?  

Abuse is a primary contributing factor, with an estimated 75% of runaway girls being abused 

prior to running away (Model Programs Guide, 2014).   

Girls who run away from home are at an increased risk for new forms of victimization 

and trauma.  Girls who run away at a young age learn more deviant strategies than their peers.  
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Additionally, they are more susceptible to become involved with drugs, sex trafficking and 

affiliation with deviant peers.  Early sexual victimization on the street by an acquaintance is 

common (Model Programs Guide, 2014).   

Affiliation with gangs is also very common while on the streets. Girls describe their gang 

involvement as extensions or replacements for their families.  Additionally, girls rely on gangs 

for protection.  Not only do the male members of the gang provide physical protection they also 

train girls how to fight for themselves.  Though gangs provide protection and a sense of 

belonging, it also puts girls at increased risk due to gang fighting and sexual expectations of male 

gang members (NCJRS, Delinquency Prevention/ Risk and Protective Factors, 2012). 

Violence has become more common, or more recognizable, for adolescent females over 

the last 3 decades.  An evaluation of trends by the OJJDP found that violence has increased 

among females while remaining steady for males.  Statistically, girls account for ¼ of juvenile 

arrests for aggravated assaults.  Most often, girls are physically aggressive towards same sex 

peers and explain their actions as a means to punish someone for their wrong doing.  The next 

most common victim of an adolescent female’s aggression is a family member, most often their 

mother (Flores, 2008) . 

Program Analysis 

Although young women and girls represent almost 30% of the total juvenile arrests, they 

receive only 2% of services nationwide (The Center for Young Women's Development, 2005).  

Girls in the juvenile justice system require gender specific programming to reduce their risk of 

recidivism and increase their potential for a healthy and successful future. Juvenile justice 

specialists have recognized the rising trends in girls delinquency.  Girls’ detention rates rose by 
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98% over the last twenty years, compared to a 29% increase in boys’ detention (FBI, 2011).  

This increase signals a lack of appropriate alternatives for females, either before they are 

adjudicated or after adjucation as they wait for community placements.  

These trends show the urgency of a focus on girls’ needs in the development of new 

delinquency prevention and intervention programs (Chesney-Lind, 2008).  As a result of the 

reauthorization of the Juvenile Justice and Deliqnucny Prevention Act in 1992, increased 

attention has been on providing unique and equitable programming for girls in the juvenile 

justice system.  The reauthorization requierd states to apply for grants to eamine gender specific 

services for the prevention and treatment of juvenile delinquency (Zahn, Day, Mihalic, & 

Tichavsky, 2009). 

.Girls in the juvenile justice system require gender specific programming to reduce their risk 

of recidivism and increase their potential for a healthy and successful future. Treatment 

programming should focus on developing self-esteem, the power of positive choices, and a hope 

for a brighter future by the time they exit the juvenile system. Though many times the girls may 

be running from a dysfunctional home or abusive situation, they are defined as offenders, and the 

charges can significantly alter the course of their lives. According to OJJDP’s 2011 Survey of 

Youth in Residential Placement, 14% of all youth in residential placement were female (NCJRS, 

Women and Girls in the Justice System, 2013).  Placement in an out-of- home agency is often 

precipitated by parental conflict, including chronic verbal disagreements and violent 

confrontation often lead to young girl’s running away from home (Chesney-Lind, Morash & 

Stevens, 2008). 

 Given the evidence that shows that differences do exist in the experience for male and 

female delinquent adolescents, professionals should evaluate these differences to identify the 
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most appropriate programs in an effort to focus on the most relevant underlying issues.  

Programs that focus on therapeutic interventions to the presenting risk factors coupled with 

personal and positive self-development have shown promise in most effectively treating female 

adolescents.  Five areas where adolescents are most impacted through their experience in the 

juvenile justice system are: community, home, school, group home or foster placement, and 

corrections. 

  Treatment programming should focus on developing self-esteem, the power of positive 

choices, and a hope for a brighter future by the time they exit the juvenile system.  Researchers 

have also found a number of protective factors including the involvement of a caring adult, 

school connectedness and success, and religious beliefs exist that can counter presenting risk 

factors (NCJRS, Delinquency Prevention/ Risk and Protective Factors, 2012) 

The Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) funds a number of 

programs throughout the country focused on girl’s delinquency.  OJJDP also has a grant program 

that has provided funding to many states who have developed gender-specific programming 

(FBI, 2011).    Zahn, et.al, (2009) did a multistep search which identified a comprehensive list of 

108 programs serving girls specifically in the United States.  Of those, 62 were found to 

specifically target delinquency or girls involved in the juvenile justice system.  Programs that 

were further evaluated and showed some positive results include: Girl Scouts Beyond Bars, 

RYSE, HEART, and GEMS. 

Girl scouting for adjudicated youth provides delinquents with the opportunity to participate 

in activities that promote positive social development. Girl scouts serves millions of girls 

throughout the United States, and states its mission within the juvenile detention system as being 

a way up and a way out for incarcerated youth.  The program incorporates all the preventative 
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factors identified by scholars; a chance to learn self-esteem, bond with positive adult role 

models, break ongoing cycles of abuse, make positive choices, skill building, and pro-social 

development (Soltes, 2012).   

 Girl Scouts also has a program that works with incarcerated mothers and their daughters.  

Evidence shows that juveniles with an incarcerated parent are more likely to become involved 

with delinquent activity.  Working with the juvenile at this stage can be a useful technique to 

avoid delinquency (Soltes, 2012).  Another agency who follows the same reasoning is the Center 

for Young Woman’s Development.  They use community reintegration strategies, including 

"sistah love," that aim at ending generational cycles of incarceration.  In addition, the young 

women are given opportunities to build community and to learn about civic engagement and 

social change (The Center for Young Women's Development, 2005). 

Program outcomes have been relatively positive for the RYSE program as well.  Participatns 

were 50% more likely to complete their probations during the intervention period than other girls 

receiving traditional services.  If rearrested, girls who participated in the program were arrested 

on less severe charges than the comparison group.  School attendance also increased following 

completion of the program (Zahn, Day, Mihalic, & Tichavsky, 2009). 

A measure of recidivism and education outcomes for participants of the WINGs program 

showed some evidence of positive effect.  Six months after the program, WINGS girls appeared 

to recidivate less; however at 12 and 18 months after completion WINGS girls appeared to 

recidivate more than the comparison group.  WINGS girls, like RYCE girls, were more likely to 

have improved school attendance while enrolled in the program. Outcomes regarding risk and 

protective factors show WINGS participants had more protective factors at exit, with the most 

positive changes in self-control, pro-social adult relationships, peer pressure management, and 
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organizational involvement. Additionally, they had fewer risk factors at exit, including truancy, 

delinquent friends, distressing habits, drug use, and social isolation.  However, follow ups six 

months after completion showed no difference between participants and the comparison group 

(Chesney-Lind, 2008).  These findings suggest that the program has some beneficial tools; 

however, there could be improvements made to produce longer term benefits.  Perhaps a longer 

period for participants, or a support system following completion. 

The HEART program is for girls incarcerated for substance abuse offenses.  Data collected 

by the OJJDP showed improvements in both the treatment and comparison groups in social 

skills, self-esteem, parental support, social development, and peer relationships.  Girls in the 

HEART program demonstrated growth in their use of social support and peer acceptance, where 

the girls in the comparison group showed no change in these areas.  Other positive outcomes for 

girls in the program include greater increase in their levels of life skills, family relationships, and 

educational status.  Both school engagement and improvements in academic success were 

identified as being correlated to participation in the HEART program (Zahn, Day, Mihalic, & 

Tichavsky, 2009). 

The final program reviewed is the GEMS program.  GEMS is a mentoring program that 

matches girls involved in the juvenile court system with female adult mentors.  The mentors 

track their juvenile through the court process and sentence.  Often a lasting and supporting 

relationship is developed and continued following program completion. Findings documented by 

the OJJDP, show that an average of 85.5% of participants reported a desire for change in 

antisocial behavior and nearly 50% showed evidence of making changes in their behavior (Zahn, 

Day, Mihalic, & Tichavsky, 2009).  
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In determining what works, outcomes can be measured in areas such as recidivism, education 

status, and social change.  However, of interest is what girls in the system identify as being 

effective.  Girls and women who have previously been in the system identify a number of factors 

that have had an impact on their changes in delinquent behavior.  Those questioned identify a 

positive and consistent role model as being a primary factor in life improvement.  Other factors 

include, increased self-esteem, support in dealing with previous trauma, and a realistic plan for 

the future.  Prior to involvement with programs, many of the participants felt that they had no 

options for a bright future; however, being shown that there are avenues to change the course of 

their life have opened up doors for many young woman.  Beyond believing that anything is 

possible, being shown what steps to take to make it possible and having an understanding that 

there are resources available have made an important difference for the woman interviewed 

(NCJRS, Women and Girls in the Justice System, 2013). 

Much of the evidence based research on female juvenile delinquency has suggested a strong 

theoretical link to social bonding theories.  Attachment, commitment, involvement, belief system 

are all important pieces of all the programs that have been found to be effective for girls in the 

system.  Additionally, many of the causes of delinquency can be linked to a lack of one or more 

of the social bonds (Tibbetts & Hemmens, 2010). 

THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

Although young women and girls represent almost 30% of the total juvenile arrests, they 

receive only 2% of services nationwide (The Center for Young Women's Development, 2005).  

Juvenile justice specialists have recognized the rising trends in girls delinquency.  Girls’ 

detention rates rose by 98% over the last twenty years, compared to a 29% increase in boys’ 

detention (FBI, 2011).  This increase signals a lack of appropriate alternatives for females, either 
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before they are adjudicated or after adjucation as they wait for community placements. These 

trends show the urgency of a focus on girls’ needs in the development of new delinquency 

prevention and intervention programs (Chesney-Lind, 2008). 

 As a result of the reauthorization of the Juvenile Justice and Deliqnucny Prevention Act 

in 1992, increased attention has been on providing unique and equitable programming for girls in 

the juvenile justice system.  The reauthorization requierd states to apply for grants to examine 

gender specific services for the prevention and treatment of juvenile delinquency (Zahn, Day, 

Mihalic, & Tichavsky, 2009).  The reauthorization of the Act forced researchers to evaluate 

theories behind female juvenile delinquency.   

Social Control Theory 

 Travis Hirshi’s social bond theory is strongly correlated to female juvenile delinquency.  

Of specific importance is the connection between individuals and conventional social 

institutions. Though Hirschi argued that all individuals have the same basic impulse towards 

delinquency, the difference is the degree in which they restrain from acting on those impulses. 

Hirshi states that the stronger a person is bonded to conventional society, the less likely they are 

to engage in deviant behaviors.  The four elements to Hirshi’s theory are: attachment, 

commitment, involvement and moral belief (Tibbetts & Hemmens, 2010).  The theory explains a 

variety of aspects of criminal behavior and delinquency.  Social bond theory has been used to 

predict risk of delinquency as well as risk of becoming involved with gangs (Booth, Farrell, & 

Varano, 2008). 

One of the most important forms of attachment comes from the parent-child relationship.  

Parental monitoring of behaviors is found to be one of the most vital dimensions as to how well 
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youth internalize their parents’ values.  Research suggests that attachments and relationships play 

a more important role for girls than for boys, and specifically the parental attachment has 

stronger gender-specific effects on delinquency.  Stronger protective factors are associated with 

girls attachments and emotional bonds to her parents.  This is believed to be because a girls sense 

of self is more connected to her relationship with her parent.  Plenty of research exists on the 

impact of parental attachment or lack of attachment; however, some research suggests that other 

dimensions of social control are more important in explaining delinquency (Flores, 2008). 

Commitment, which is described as personal investment, may be more critical than 

attachment in preventing delinquency.  A National Youth Survey focusing on all elements of 

Hirshi’s social bonding theory found that commitment to school was directly associated with 

delinquency (Booth, Farrell, & Varano, 2008). School connectedness and academic achievement 

also have all elements of Hirshi’s social bonding theory.  The more students feel a sense of 

belonging, the less likely they are to engage in delinquent behavior.  Students with a stronger 

sense of commitment, more investment of their time and energy are more likely to be concerned 

about losing their investment.  On the contrast, those students with little or no investment have 

less to lose are more likely to engage in delinquent acts (Tibbetts & Hemmens, 2010). 

Studies conducted regarding the relationship between school attachment and delinquency 

find that school attachment has a stronger influence for girls than boys.  Additionally, school 

attachment has been shown to provide more protective effects against delinquency for girls than 

boys.  A perception of the rules and enforcement as well as clarity of rules have also shown to 

have a more protective effect for girls than boys in school (Zahn M. A., et al., 2010). 

According to social control theories, strong social bonds inhibit delinquency.  Weak 

bonds provide less resistance to offending.  Research suggests that social bonds have different 
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effects on female versus male delinquency.  The majority of research done to test the relationship 

between social control and delinquency has focused almost exclusively on males.  Booth, Farrell, 

and Varano (2008) conducted a study examining the effects of self-reported social bonds on 

risky behavior and delinquency on both male and female participants.   

The experiences of 1400 male and female students in one suburban school were 

evaluated.  The differences of the impacts of families and schools were the focus of the study.  

School environment was also taken into consideration for the study because of the potential 

school has in influencing value systems of students and also because schools are a prime location 

for many activities an adolescent that provide the opportunity for bonding elements (Booth, 

Farrell, & Varano, 2008).   

The researchers found that female students with a sense of belonging, attachment, to 

school or activities within the school are less likely to engage in delinquent behaviors than male 

students.  Females identify as having more to lose than male students.  Commitment to school, 

participating in pro-social activities at school such as athletics, are shown to have a greater effect 

on deterring female delinquency than male delinquency (Booth, Farrell, & Varano, 2008).   

 Religious affiliation has been found to have a positive effect on deterring juveniles, both 

boys and girls, from delinquent behavior.  Religion provides all four elements of Hirshi’s social 

bonding theory.  Religious affiliation is believed to protect adolescents from minor delinquent 

behaviors.  Involvement in religion affects socialization and behaviors, and many theorists 

believe that female adolescents are more positively affected by the attachment to a religious 

community than their male counterparts (Zahn M. A., et al., 2010). 
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Adolescent girls with religious attachment are more likely to have positive relationships 

with their parents.  Delinquent girls often have poor relationships with their parents, specifically 

their mother.  A more positive family relationship provides for easier communication during the 

challenges of adolescence (Kenemore & Spira, 1996).   

Theorists associate religious affiliation with other theories as well.  Control theory 

applies because religious teens generally are more under their parents control, have a higher 

stake in conformity to mainstream norms and more investment in maintaining a positive image.  

Theorists also argue that religious affiliation can be connected to strain theory because religion 

can be used as a coping mechanism to reduce the stressors that adolescents face (Zahn M. A., et 

al., 2010). 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

Continued research is necessary to identify the true effects of gender specific 

programming and the gender differences present in delinquency.  However, the results of this 

research has found that key gender differences exist.   

The findings indicate a need for further program and policy development. Important areas 

for consideration in programming and policy include delinquency prevention and intervention 

programs, mental health programming, lack of family supervision and monitoring has a causal 

link to delinquency for both boys and girls, family counseling or training, school support, and 

community interventions. 

Due to the evidence that the reasons that females offend differ from the reasons of male 

offenses, delinquency prevention and intervention programs should be more focused on those 

gender differences.  Females require intervention that addresses maltreatment such as physical 
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abuse, sexual abuse, and other forms of assault.  Girls are more frequently diagnosed with 

depression and anxiety, and is occasionally associated with delinquency.  The response to mental 

health diagnoses should be an important factor in programming for girls.  Recognizing the signs 

of early victimization, aggression for example, could lead to earlier intervention. 

Family dysfunction is associated with both male and female delinquency; however, 

research has shown a stronger link to female delinquency. Eight key family factors were found to 

be associated with female juvenile delinquency, they are: negative and critical mothers, harsh 

discipline, inconsistent discipline, family conflict, frequent family moves, multiple caregivers, 

longer periods of time with a single parent, and growing up in a socioeconomically 

disadvantaged family (Zahn M. A., et al., 2010).  Increased family support, once a need is 

recognized, could be effective in delinquency prevention.   

 School and community have been identified as potential protective factors for 

delinquency.  Creating a positive school community for all students and encouraging active 

participation could help create attachments that would deter delinquency. 

 Another important consideration for girls’ programming is continuum of care.  Services 

are provided to girls while they are in the system; however, once programs are completed there is 

little follow up support.  Additionally, an expansion of already present programs to meet the 

requirements of those girls with the most need could produce longer term benefits for those 

involved. 

CONCLUSION 

Additional research is necessary; however, it is clear that there are specific factors that 

are associated with juvenile delinquency for both boys and girls such as: economic disadvantage, 
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experiences of abuse, exposure to violence, and poor parental supervision.  Risk factors uniquely 

associated with female delinquency include early puberty, parental conflict, peer relationships, 

relationships with older males, and mental health diagnosis (Flores, 2008).  The differing factors 

must be considered in an effort to understand girls’ delinquency. 

Girls in the system are faced with a number of interconnected and serious problems. The 

juvenile justice system works diligently to develop programs to meet the needs of the majority of 

those involved.  Recent recognition that individualizing programming may be the most effective 

path has led to a renewed interest in reshaping aspects of the juvenile justice system.  The reality 

is that time and resources make gender specific programming is, in some cases, challenging, 

especially if the higher need population is male.   
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