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Abstract 

Youth street gangs and associated crimes are persistent problems in the United States of 

America, particularly in large cities.  A great deal of research has been conducted by independent 

scholars and public policy think tanks to increase awareness and understanding of the problem, 

and to provide support for the establishment of programs designed to keep youth from joining 

gangs.  Rates of youth gang-related crime are inextricably linked to the disintegration of the 

family structure due in part to questionable public policies.  United States Supreme Court 

decisions of the 1960s and 1970s also factor into the perpetual complexity of the problem.  

Despite this, several solutions have been successfully proposed and implemented.  As gang 

prevention programs are continuously developed and revamped, placing special effort into 

applying the Woodson Principles in family, school, and community settings will prove to be 

indispensable in any environment. 

Keywords: gang, youth, gangs, family, crime 
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The Ongoing Surge in Youth Gang-Related Crime in Large U.S. Cities 

 Merion West, a journal founded in 2016 to allow conservatives, progressives, and 

independent thinkers to share a platform for publishing commentary, recently published an 

article highlighting the ongoing spike in gang-related homicides.  The authors underscored this 

serious problem primarily found in the largest U.S. cities (Reynolds & Carlson, 2020).  

Historically, the involvement of youth in gangs has been the most publicized form of juvenile 

delinquency, though what constitutes a gang has been a matter of debate dating as far back as the 

days of Thrasher (1927), the renowned University of Chicago sociologist whose classic study of 

1,313 gangs in Chicago continues to be discussed in sociological and criminological circles.  The 

National Gang Center (2020e), which regularly compiles qualitative data about gangs and gang 

activity, uses a sample of over 2,500 law enforcement agencies representing large and small 

cities, and suburban and rural counties to carry out its National Youth Gang Survey.  The most 

recent survey, conducted in 2012, highlighted a five-year eight percent increase in the estimated 

number of gangs, an 11% increase in the number of gang members, and a 24% increase in gang-

related homicides (Egley et al., 2014).  At 92%, larger cities (those with a population of 100,000 

or more) consistently reported ever having a gang problem between 2008 and 2012, compared to 

66% for suburban counties, 46% for smaller cities, and 28% for rural counties (National Gang 

Center, 2020f).  In general, law enforcement agencies only record the criminal offenses of 

homicide and graffiti as “gang-related” (National Gang Center, 2020c).  Furthermore, while 

caution must be exercised when interpreting results about the number of gang-related homicides 

due to lack reliable data from all law enforcement agencies, 67% of gang homicides occurred in 

larger cities (National Gang Center, 2020d).  
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This paper will address the ongoing surge in youth gang-related criminal activity by 

surveying several reasons juveniles join gangs and engage in gang activity, providing empirical 

evidence of the significance of the problem as it pertains to youth gang-related crimes, and 

evaluating evidence-based programs designed to reduce and prevent youth gang violence. This 

paper will also provide a unique perspective through which to make recommendations for 

dealing with the complexity of the problem. 

Several criminological theories have been offered to explain why juveniles join gangs 

and engage in gang activity, among the most popular of which are routine activities theory 

(Felson, 1987; Felson & Cohen, 1980) and subculture of violence theory (Cloward & Ohlin, 

1960; Horowitz, 1983; Miller, 1958; Wolfgang & Ferracuti, 1967).  The former theory supposes 

that the combination of abundance of free time and the choice to spend time where gang activity 

occurs results in the development of youth gangs.  The latter theory regards youth gangs as the 

development of a group of peers who violate the traditional norms of non-violent behavior by 

establishing a highly masculine, aggressive subculture (Bates & Swan, 2014). 

Moreover, a review of empirical evidence gathered over 25 years ago reveals realities 

strikingly like those of today.  Fagan (1995) cited (a) an upsurge in violent crime coinciding with 

an increase in families abandoned by fathers beginning in the 1960s; (b) a high concentration of 

families abandoned by fathers residing in high-crime neighborhoods; (c) a 17% increase in 

juvenile crime correlation with a 10% increase in the number of children residing in single-

parent homes; (d) the presence of violent teenage crime corresponding with the number of 

families abandoned by fathers; and (e) the tendency of future criminals to have been children 

rejected by peers who formed their own group of friends and often delinquent gangs. 
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The primary means of data collection for this paper will be secondary research and 

statistics.  This paper will define the term gang and contrast it with other forms of delinquency.  

The history of addressing wayward youth will be considered, beginning with the family serving 

as the primary means of social control until 1899 when the Illinois Juvenile Court Act created a 

juvenile court to address all illicit behaviors among juveniles (Bartollas & Schmalleger, 2016).  

Various sources of information (e.g., scholarly journals, books, etc.) will be used to conduct a 

review of literature and applicable theories.  Information and data will be gathered from a variety 

of sources, including the National Gang Center, the National Institute of Justice, and youth.GOV.  

The contributions of public policy think tanks that promote the principles of individual, 

economic, and political freedom will be considered and critically analyzed.  The Models 

Program Guide will be used to assess the effectiveness of current juvenile gang prevention 

programs.  The impact of family structure on the presence or absence of criminal activity among 

adolescents will also be considered.  Finally, recommendations will be offered for improving the 

efficacy of delinquency prevention programs, in particular for those addressing crimes 

committed by members of youth gangs in large U.S. cities. 

Literature Review 

Gang Defined 

 Historically, the involvement of youth in gangs has garnered more attention from the 

public than any other form of peer delinquency and no study of gangs would be complete 

without first defining what they are.  Placing emphasis on how they develop, Thrasher (1927) 

defined a gang as “an interstitial group originally formed spontaneously and then integrated 

through conflict…The result of this collective behavior is development of tradition, unreflective 
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internal structure, esprit de corps, solidarity, morale, group awareness, and attachment to local 

territory” (p. 46).   

Klein (1971), stressing its identity aspect, defined a gang as: 

any identifiable group of youngsters who (a) are generally perceived as a distinct 

aggregation by others in their neighborhood, (b) recognize themselves as a denotable 

group (almost invariably with a group name), and (c) have been involved in a sufficient 

number of delinquent incidents to call forth a consistent negative response from 

neighborhood residents and/or law enforcement agencies. (p.13) 

Brotherton and Barrios (2004), bringing societal impacts into view, defined a gang as: 

a group formed largely by youth and adults of a marginalized social class which aims to 

provide its members with a resistant identity, an opportunity to be individually and 

collectively empowered, a voice to speak back to and challenge the dominant culture, a 

refuge from the stresses and strains of barrio or ghetto life and a spiritual enclave within 

which its own sacred rituals can be generated and practiced. (p. 23) 

Thrasher was influenced by a prevailing view of how a city’s social disorganization affected 

people of lower socio-economic status who were forced live in areas where the effects of social 

change were greatest and, thus, stressed the social dynamics of gangs and a focus on territory 

(Bates & Swan, 2014).  Klein made no reference to social dynamics or location, instead choosing 

to home in on the distinction, identity, and delinquency aspects of gangs (Bates & Swan, 2014).  

Brotherton and Barrios underscored Thrasher’s stress on the role of social support, bringing to 

the forefront the bonds that youth form in standing together against adverse circumstances (Bates 

& Swan, 2014).  
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Today, law enforcement agencies and scholars commonly use the terms gang, street 

gang, youth gang, and criminal street gang interchangeably, yet there has never been a time in 

which disagreement about how to define them has not been a reality (Bates & Swan, 2014; 

National Gang Center, 2020b).  Each term is nuanced in such a way that it is distinguishable 

from the others.  For example, the phrase street gang denotes that (a) the street is a place of 

socialization for adolescent gang members and (b) the street is a place in which serious and 

violent crimes (e.g., drive-by shootings, homicides, robberies, and assaults) take place.  

Similarly, the phrase criminal street gang suggests that gangs include an element of criminal 

activity.  State and local governments tend to develop their own definitions; however, most 

jurisdictions would agree that gangs share the following characteristics: (a) three or more 

members, aged 12-24; (b) a shared identity by members, linked to a name or other symbol; (c) 

member self-identification as a gang and recognition by others as a gang; (d) perpetuity and 

organization; and (e) elevated level of criminal activity involvement (National Gang Center, 

2020b). 

Social Control Pre- and Post-1899 

Prior to the early nineteenth century, the family was the primary means of social control.  

During the bulk of the nineteenth century, wayward children were placed in facilities intended to 

reform them.  In 1899, the Illinois Juvenile Court Act created a juvenile court to address all 

illegal behaviors among juveniles (Bartollas & Schmalleger, 2016).  From the mid-1960s to the 

mid-1970s, many United States Supreme Court decisions were decided, granting juveniles due 

process rights in the juvenile justice system.  In the late 1970’s, focus turned to diverting the 

handling of status offenses from a criminal to a noncriminal setting (Bartollas & Schmalleger, 

2016).  In the 1980’s, reassessment of the previous decade’s approach to juveniles led the 
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criminal justice system to take a tougher stance on youthful offenders who committed serious 

and violent juvenile crimes (Bartollas & Schmalleger, 2016).  From 1990 to 2010, various 

juvenile justice initiatives were implemented as the fear of crime grew stronger.  From 2010 to 

the present day, advances in neurobiology and developmental psychology have led to greater 

understanding of juvenile behavior and significant differences between the minds of adults and 

juveniles (Bartollas & Schmalleger, 2016). 

 Bartollas and Schmalleger (2016) have clearly outlined how the perspectives on juveniles 

have changed over time.  Over the last decade, the juvenile justice system has placed an 

emphasis on rehabilitating youthful offenders.  Successful programs designed to meet the current 

goals of the juvenile justice system can be further enhanced and unsuccessful programs can be 

tailored to effectively prevent delinquency.  The redirection of youth at-risk for joining gangs 

and committing crimes depends on understanding that youth gang crimes in large U.S. cities are 

rising, ascertaining why this is the case, and appropriately addressing the root causes behind the 

joining of gangs and taking part in gang activity.  While many within American society believe 

that the solutions for societal issues lie outside of crime-stricken communities, strong evidence 

suggests that grassroots leaders in troubled communities are best able to solve the problems 

within their realms of influence (Woodson, 2020). 

Most Recent National Youth Gang Survey Data 

 The National Gang Center (NGC), a project funded by the United States Department of 

Justice, aids in gang violence prevention, gang involvement reduction, and gang-related crime 

suppression through the dissemination of information to aid the Justice Department efforts to 

coordinate with federal, state, local, and tribal justice systems (National Gang Center, 2020g).  

The NGC’s National Youth Gang Survey reveals a steady, annual increase in the estimated 
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number of gangs from over a 10-year period from 20,100 in 2003 to 30,700 in 2012 (National 

Gang Center, 2020e).  In 2012, the primary location of gangs was larger cities (those with a 

population of 100,000 or more), where 41.6% were situated, compared to 27.1% in smaller 

cities, 25.8% in suburban counties, and 5.5% in rural counties (National Gang Center, 2020e).  

Amongst larger cities, 26.7% had 25 or more gangs, 25.5% between 11 and 25, 31.5% between 

five and 10, 13.7% less than five, and 2.6% reported no data (National Gang Center, 2020e).  

Between 1996 and 2012, the average number of total gang members was approximately 770,000, 

with a maximum annual estimate of 850,000 recorded in 2012 (National Gang Center, 2020e).  

Of these, 57.3% of gang members were accounted for by larger cities, compared to 24.4% by 

suburban counties, 15.6% by smaller cities, and 2.7% by rural counties (National Gang Center, 

2020e).  In larger cities, between 2006 and 2012, 10.4% of gangs consisted of between 1,001 and 

2,500 members; 13% between 501 and 1,000; 16.5% between 251 and 500; 19.5% between 101 

and 250; 12.1% between 51 and 100; 7.2% between 25 and 50; and 6.7% less than 25 (National 

Gang Center, 2020e). 

 U.S. law enforcement agencies report that less than 40% of all gang members are 

juveniles (18 and under), with the 2011 figure in large cities being 32.6% (National Gang Center, 

2020a).  Most gang members (92.6% in 2010) are reported to be males (National Gang Center, 

2020a).  In 2009, only 22.8% of gangs in larger cities had female members, significantly less 

than those of suburban counties (45.3%), smaller cities (43%) and rural counties (49.5%) 

(National Gang Center, 2020a). As of 2011, gang members were 46.2% Hispanic/Latino, 35.3% 

African-American/black, 11.5% white, and 7.5% other race/ethnicity (National Gang Center, 

2020a).  This correlation between race/ethnicity and gang membership has been consistent since 

at least 1996 and are representative of the percentages for larger cities, where latest figures show 
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that 45.5% of gang members are Hispanic/Latino, 39% African American/black, 9.7% white, and 

5.8% other race/ethnicity (National Gang Center 2020a). 

  From 2011 to 2012, non-fatal gang-related violent crimes, gang-related property crimes, 

and gang-related drug offenses each reportedly increased by 49%, 43%, and 40%, respectively 

(National Gang Center, 2020c).  In 2012, local gang violence was noted by reporting agencies to 

be the product of several factors, including drugs (81% reporting), intergang conflict (61.8%), 

return from confinement (55.2%), the emergence of new gangs (34.2%), intragang conflict 

(36.7%), and gang member migration within (30.7%) and from outside (14.3%) the United States 

(National Gang Center, 2020c).  The types of criminal offenses that are regarded as gang-related 

vary across law enforcement agencies.  For example, 35% or less of agencies may report each of 

the following as gang-related: aggravated assault, firearms use, drug sales, robbery, 

burglary/breaking and entering, motor vehicle theft, and larceny/theft.  Such a disconnection 

makes it difficult to observe trends in gang crime (National Gang Center, 2020c).  Yet, hope 

remains for addressing gang-related crime because of known commonalities among youth who 

are most susceptible to joining gangs and engaging in criminal activity. 

U.S. Public Policy Think Tank Findings 

The Brookings Institution, the Heritage Foundation, the Cato Institute, the Council on 

Foreign Relations, and the Center for Strategic and International Studies are among the nation’s 

most recognized, respected, and influential public policy think tanks.  Think tanks housed in the 

U.S., totaling nearly 2,000, constantly engage in research to identify evidence-based solutions to 

various societal problems (Best Schools, 2020).  In turn, they lobby for changes in policy at all 

levels of government—tribal, local, state, and federal.  Short descriptions of the previously 
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mentioned think tanks, and a sample of research about gangs that members of each have 

conducted follow. 

The Brookings Institution (2021), based in Washington, D.C., is a progressive, nonprofit 

public policy organization consisting of more than 300 worldwide government and academia 

experts, whose aim is to serve as the catalyst for new ideas for solving local, national, and global 

problems by conducting high quality in-depth research, policy recommendations, and analysis.  

The Hamilton Project is a Brookings Institution economic policy initiative (The Hamilton 

Project, 2021).  Contributors to the Hamilton Project, Kearney et al. (2014), noted that youth 

from families with incomes at or below 200 percent of the federal poverty level are significantly 

more likely to join a gang than youth from middle- and high-income families.  Concluding that 

disadvantaged youth engage in riskier criminal behavior, the researchers also observed that low-

income youth are more likely to use marijuana by the age of 16, steal something worth more than 

$50, and carry a gun than their counterparts (Kearney et al., 2014). 

The Heritage Foundation (2021), based in Washington, DC, is a conservative think tank 

that promotes public policies consistent with “free enterprise, limited government, individual 

freedom, traditional American values, and a strong national defense” (para 1) while 

communicating research to Congress, the Executive Branch, and American citizens.  

Muhlhausen and Little (2007) argued that addressing gang-related crime appropriately requires 

the federal government to exercise self-restraint in gang-related matters, addressing the 

deportation of illegal immigrant gang members, incarceration of those illegal immigrant gang 

members if they return to the United States, and researching and enhancing sharing of 

information about interstate gang-related crime.  They further contend that the federal 
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government should yield responsibility for all other matters related to responding to gang street 

crime to state and local officials. 

The Cato Institute (2021), based in Washington, D.C., is a libertarian think tank that 

consists of analysts and scholars who conduct independent, nonpartisan research guided by the 

principles of “individual liberty, limited government, free markets, and peace” (para 1).  Tanner 

(1995), while testifying before the United States Senate Judiciary Committee Subcommittee on 

Youth Violence, emphasized connections between the welfare state and crime.  After 

expounding on several ways that welfare contributes to crime, Tanner (1995) referred to the 

natural seeking of male influence by boys who are raised by single mothers and the prevalence of 

this household makeup in inner cities.  Tanner (1995), before concluding with the Cato 

Institute’s position regarding welfare, namely that “federal funding of welfare should be ended 

and responsibility for charity should be shifted first to the states and eventually to the private 

sector” (para 17), spoke about the prospect of boys raised by single mothers joining gangs in 

search of male direction and esprit de corps. 

The Council on Foreign Relations (CFR) (2021), based in New York City, is an 

independent, nonpartisan think tank whose goal is “to start a conversation in this country about 

the need for Americans to better understand the world” (para 1).  One area of interest addressed 

by CFR is street gangs.  The two street gangs, Mara Salvatrucha (MS-13) and rival gang Barrio 

18 make up 95% of all gang members of the 55 known gangs in Guatemala, one of the most 

violent countries in the world (Ciatto, 2019).  CFR reported that MS-13 operated in at least 40 

U.S. states in 2008 (Patrick, 2012).  Notably, MS-13 and Barrio 18 were formed in Los Angeles, 

California (Ciatto, 2019). 
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The Center for Strategic and International Studies (CSIS) (2021), based in Washington, 

D.C., is a bipartisan think tank consisting of over 220 full-time staff members and numerous 

allied researchers who are “guided by a distinct set of values—non-partisanship, independent 

thought, innovative thinking, cross-disciplinary scholarship, integrity and professionalism, and 

talent development” (para 3) to “define the future of national security” (para 3).  CSIS recently 

published a report about preventing youth violence in the United States.  Bast and DeSimone 

(2019) compared four forms of violence (i.e., terrorism, domestic terrorism, school violence, and 

gangs) across five categories (i.e., personal, group, community, socio political, and ideological) 

in hopes of informing prevention efforts by establishing a common framework from which 

programs can be customized.  While researching the problem, the researchers cited dismal data 

from the National Gang Center’s National Youth Gang Survey and highlighted the critical need 

for the United States to understand the evolving threat of street gang violence resulting from 

relationships that U.S.-based gangs have established with international gangs.  Furthermore, they 

emphasized the need for policies that effectively prevent youth from joining gangs, concluding 

that early education, early intervention, and off-ramping efforts (i.e., final opportunity, 

community-led efforts to guide individuals from violent paths and reintegrate them into society) 

are the key components of violence prevention. 

Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Model Programs Guide and 

Associated Research 

The Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) publishes an online 

Model Programs Guide (MPG) (n.d.b) that contains information about evidence-based juvenile 

justice and youth prevention, intervention, and reentry programs.  Moreover, the MPG is used by 

practitioners and communities to learn about programs that are effective, promising, and 
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ineffective in juvenile justice, delinquency prevention, and child protection and safety (Model 

Programs Guide, n.d.b).  Relevant literature on juvenile crime and crime prevention programs 

cited by the OJJDP in their MPG is robust.   

Group Violence Reduction Strategy (GVRS). 

 GVRS  is a focused deterrence strategy that was implemented in New Orleans, Louisiana, 

to reduce gang violence and homicide.  Targeting gang members identified through multi-agency 

partnerships, GVR combines law enforcement with threats of enhanced prosecution and access 

to social services.  The New Orleans Police Department notifies offenders about increased 

sanctions their gang members will receive for engaging in future violence, are asked to relay the 

information to the remainder of their gangs, are informed that their entire gangs will be under 

enhanced scrutiny for subsequent acts of violence, and are given examples of previous gang 

members that were arrested and faced harsh prison sentences.  The program is rated by the MPG 

as Effective (Group Violence Reduction Strategy, n.d.).   

 Corsaro and Engel (2015) evaluated GVRS by implementing a two-phase study to 

compare New Orleans and other urban U.S. cities with similar historical study period (2008-

2013) of homicide rates.  Prior research had identified 15 cities with comparable 30-year period 

(1976-2005) levels of homicide.  The comparison cities of Corsaro and Engel’s (2015) study 

were Atlanta, Georgia; Baltimore, Maryland; Birmingham, Alabama; Cleveland, Ohio; Dallas, 

Texas; Detroit, Michigan; Flint, Michigan; Gary, Indiana; Miami, Florida; New Orleans, 

Louisiana; Newark, New Jersey; Oakland, California; Richmond, Virginia; St. Louis, Missouri; 

and Washington, D.C.  Upon study completion, the researchers found statistically significant 

reductions in overall homicides (18.6% in New Orleans, 17.3% lower than the rate change in the 
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14 comparison cities), monthly firearm-related homicides (17.4%), gang member-involved 

homicides (30.1%), and firearm assaults (16.2%) from the pretest to the posttest period.    

 Gang Resistance Education and Training (G.R.E.A.T.). 

G.R.E.A.T. is a school-based, gang- and violence-prevention program designed to teach 

youth to avoid gang membership and to establish good rapport with law enforcement personnel.  

G.R.E.A.T. targets middle-schoolers throughout the Midwest Atlantic, Southeast, Southwest, and 

West, using law enforcement personnel (e.g., U.S. Marshalls; Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, 

Firearms and Explosives; district attorneys and probation officers) who have been trained and 

certified to teach the G.R.E.AT. curriculum.  The program is rated by the MPG as Promising 

(Gang Resistance Education and Training, n.d.). 

Esbensen et al. (2012) evaluated G.R.E.A.T in seven U.S. cities (Albuquerque, New 

Mexico; Chicago, Illinois; Dallas-Fort Worth, Texas area district; Greeley, Colorado; Nashville, 

Tennessee; Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; and Portland, Oregon).  Students completed surveys to 

inform the researchers about gang membership, violent offending, delinquency, and attitudes 

toward police officers.  The researchers found that, after a year’s time, students in the treatment 

group were significantly less likely to be in a gang than control group students.  However, the 

data pertaining to delinquency and violent offending lacked statistical significance between the 

two groups (Esbensen et al., 2012).  Esbensen and colleagues (2012) acknowledged that 

G.R.E.A.T. has led to apparent success in decreasing risk-seeking and student-reported 

victimization and in increasing pro-social peer affiliations and favorable attitudes toward law 

enforcement officers.  Conversely, they criticized G.R.E.A.T. because no program-attributed 

reductions in gang membership or juvenile delinquency were observed during their study.  
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Consequently, despite having positive outcomes, G.R.E.A.T. fails to meet all of its goals 

(Esbensen et al., 2012). 

 Little Village Gang Violence Reduction Project (GVRP). 

GVRP is a comprehensive, community-wide program designed to reduce serious 

violence in Chicago’s Little Village neighborhood.  The primary goal of GVRP is to reduce the 

high level of serious gang violence at both the individual and aggregate levels.  The program is 

rated by the MPG as Promising (Little Village Gang Reduction Program, n.d.).   

Spergel et al. (2003) evaluated GVRP by collecting and analyzing data on three samples 

groups totaling 493 youth.  Each sample included a similar number of members of the Latin 

Kings and Two-Six gangs.  Data collection covered total arrests and arrests that fell into the 

following categories: (a) serious violence offenses; (b) other violence offenses; (c) property 

offenses; (d) drug offenses; (e) additional offenses that were characteristic of police suppression; 

and (f) other offenses.  The two units of analysis were the difference in the frequency of arrest 

and the variation in the number of youths who had a reduction in arrests.  Community surveys 

were collected from 195 residents and 114 organizations to determine whether there was a 

positive correlation between change in the gang problem and the GVRP.  The project seemed to 

reduce arrests for violent, serious violent, and drug crimes but had no influence on total or 

property crimes arrests (Spergel et al., 2003). 

Family Structure, Illegitimacy, and Crime 

Reilly (2020) asserts that illegitimacy and family collapse are correlates of crime.  In 

1938, 11% of black children birthed were born to unwed mothers (Williams, 2017).  In 1960, 

7.7% of all children birthed in the U.S. were born to unwed mothers (Reilly, 2020).  Until 

Congress passed the Welfare Reform Act of 1994, illegitimacy rates climbed astronomically due 
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to no-fault divorce, pay-per-child welfare, and societal-wide acceptance of illegitimacy (Reilly, 

2020).  Since its passage, these rates have not decreased; however, they have become stable at 

around 29% for non-Hispanic whites, 41% for all Americans, 55% for Hispanics, and 72% for 

blacks (Reilly, 2020).  In 1998, 54% of white women and 24% of black women over the age of 

15 were married.  Conversely, 67% of white women and 64% of black women were married in 

1950 (Reilly, 2020).  From the early 1970s to 1998, Hispanic marriage rates declined by between 

13% and 15% (Reilly, 2020).  In 1998, 12% fewer white men and 30% fewer black men married 

than they had in 1950 (Reilly, 2020).  Between 1970 and 1998, Hispanic women divorce rates 

doubled, white women divorce rates tripled, and black women divorce rates quadrupled (Reilly, 

2020). 

Sogar (2017) examined the relationship of the family to delinquency from three 

theoretical perspectives, one of which considered the family structure.  Adapted from social 

control theory, the parental absence model proposes that there is a strong positive correlation 

between the absence of a second parent in the home and delinquency (Sogar, 2017).  Wells and 

Rankin (1991) reviewed 50 studies conducted over the course of 60 years, beginning in 1925, to 

conclude that (a) the family structure’s bearing on delinquency has held steady over time, (b) 

delinquency and parental absence are significantly related, and (c) absence resulting from death 

of a parent is less likely to be related to delinquency than absence resulting from separation or 

divorce.  Juby and Farrington (2001) affirmed the lattermost finding, observing that boys of 

divorced parents were convicted more often than boys with a deceased parent.  Demuth and 

Brown (2004) found that homes where two biological parents are married have the lowest rates 

of delinquency.  Conversely, single-father homes have been found to be responsible for the 

highest rates of delinquency (Demuth & Brown, 2004; Juby & Farrington, 2001).  The 
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behavioral differences between youth in one- and two-parent homes are substantially high for 

violent and serious property offenses (Demuth & Brown, 2004).  Sogar (2017) concluded their 

study by positing that the weaker attachment credited with single-parent families is related to 

delinquency rather than the absence of a parent. 

Kroese et al. (2021) seeking to provide “an up-to-date overview” (p. 61) of the 

relationship between single-parent families and crime, focused on the constitution of single-

parent homes (i.e., resulting from divorce or separation, from a deceased parent, or from a single-

parent birth) in their review of 48 studies concerning the effects of single-parent homes on 

delinquency.  The researchers validated the parental absence model and preceding literature 

reviews regarding the correlation between single-parent homes and delinquency (e.g., Wells & 

Rankin, 1991).  Kroese et al. (2021) discovered that only one study (i.e., Juby & Farrington, 

2001) reported on the constitution of single-parent homes and concluded that no self-reported 

delinquency between single-parent families resulting from divorce or separation and those 

ensuing from parental death were of statistically significant difference.  Further, Kroese et al. 

(2021) suggested that (a) research should extend beyond the United States, the locale of most of 

the studies; (b) the reason that more recent studies reveal higher levels of crime by adolescents 

from single-parent homes than older research warrants further investigation; and (c) looking at 

the influence of genetics on delinquency may be beneficial. 

The amount of literature addressing the ongoing surge in youth gang-related crime in 

large U.S. cities is considerable and serves as a bridge to implementing successful youth gang 

prevention programs.  Research reveals that the meaning of the term gang in all its variations has 

differed and developed over time; however, any working definition is necessarily characterized 

by (a) greater than two members; (b) a clear, shared symbolism; (c) recognition of gang 
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affiliation by gang members and outsiders; (d) ongoing existence; and (e) high levels of crime 

(The National Gang Center, 2020b).  According to Bartollas and Schmalleger (2016), the 

primary means of social control has taken various forms from family to facilities for youth to 

juvenile courts to noncriminal settings to strict juvenile justice systems to more empathetic 

means of addressing wayward youth that are informed by neurobiology and psychology.  The 

National Youth Gang Survey contains perhaps the most extant gang-related data available to the 

public.  Many members of U.S. public policy think tanks engage in full-time, occupational 

research, providing unique insight that a common person may not have time to investigate. 

Additionally, the OJJDP’s MPG is a useful resource for communities and practitioners to 

evaluate better known juvenile justice, delinquency prevention, and child protection and safety 

programs.  Moreover, studies on the relation of single-parent families to youth crime rates 

suggest a strong correlation between weak attachments and delinquency.   

Furthermore, defining what a gang is; recognizing the role that social control plays in 

stymying gangs; acknowledging the reach and the extent to which gangs negatively affect 

society and the justice system; observing the research of organizations dedicated to discovering 

evidence-based solutions for the betterment of society; weighing the effectiveness of existing 

programs designed to address gang-related problems; and recognizing findings associated with 

family structure, illegitimacy, and crime all aid in understanding any theoretical framework 

associated with youth involvement in gangs and gang-related criminal activity.   

Theoretical Framework 

Routine activities theory (a subsidiary of rational choice theory) and the subculture of 

violence theory (a subsidiary of subculture theory) are among the theories that have found 

support in explaining gang-involvement and gang-related crimes.  These two theories in 
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conjunction with the contributions of various economists and social scientists provide an ample 

framework for understanding gangs and gang activities. 

Routine Activities Theory 

Rational choice theory is a criminological perspective adapted from the field of 

economics that emphasizes formal, informal, official, and unofficial (e.g., family and 

community) aspects of criminal sanctions to explain why certain places have more crime than 

others and why some locations have many police calls annually while others are completely void 

of them (Tibbetts & Hemmens, 2019).  Routine activities theory places emphasis on motivated 

offenders, suitable targets, and lack of guardianship as three converging factors that increase the 

likelihood of criminal activity (Cohen & Felson, 1979; Tibbetts & Hemmens, 2019).  In the 

context of gangs, members are presumed, without qualification, to be motivated to commit gang-

related crimes of homicide, graffiti, aggravated assault, firearms use, drug sales, robbery, 

burglary/breaking and entering, motor vehicle theft, and larceny/theft.  Suitable targets for gang-

related crimes include anyone who has an unfortunate encounter with a motivated gang member, 

including other gang members.  According to routine activities theory, the meshing of risk-taking 

young males with motivation to participate in nefarious activities against society increases the 

likelihood of criminal activities. 

Research supports the tenets of routine activities theory in relation to gang membership 

and activity.  Hughes and Short (2013) utilized a sample of 490 young males belonging to 

Chicago street gangs between 1959 and 1962 to analyze how routine activities, disrespectful 

social interactions, and delinquency and fighting are interrelated in street gang settings.  With 

multiple black and white gangs, black and white lower-class groups, and black and white middle-

class groups in view, the researchers found a significant increase in the likelihood of delinquency 
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when structure and supervision were lacking during socializing, and a positive correlation 

between disrespectful social interactions (and fighting) and time spent in the streets (Hughes & 

Short, 2013).  Moreover, Hughes and Short (2013) concluded that the effects that gangs have on 

the routine activities of their members is partly responsible for the contribution of gangs to 

delinquency.  They also deduced that disrespectful social interactions are a primary means by 

which lack of structure and supervision results in violence (Hughes & Short, 2013). 

Subculture of Violence Theory 

 In the mid-twentieth century, Cohen (1955) formulated a subcultural theory by 

contending that youth gang activities were a product of white middle-class youth who were not 

able to meet expected class standards. A few years later, Miller (1958) published the results of a 

study he conducted in a Boston area that was predominately inhabited by people of lower socio-

economic class.  Three years in the field uncovered a set of values shared by the residents he 

observed.  These common ideals were trouble (i.e., risk-taking), toughness (i.e., fearlessness), 

“street” smartness, excitement (i.e., thrill seeking), fate (i.e., belief that they have no control over 

their lives), and autonomy (i.e., resentment toward those whom they see as having control over 

their lives) (Miller, 1958).  In Delinquency and Opportunity, Cloward and Ohlin (1960) asserted 

that limited opportunities encourage youth to join gangs and to follow one of three courses: (a) 

seek to make money by illegitimate means, (b) engage in violent activities to maintain status, or 

(c) retreat to using drugs because of failure to succeed in accomplishing their goals through 

legitimate or illegitimate means. 

 Wolfgang and Ferracuti (1967) formulated the subculture of violence theory to explain 

why a disproportionate number of homicides take place in various settings of poor, urban cities.  

They sought to understand why young, poor males seem to have a natural inclination toward 
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violence, specifically targeting homicides since nearly all victims of homicide are known, as 

opposed to those who have been involved in non-fatal shootings, non-fatal stabbings, and fights.  

Consequently, the researchers found that a separate set of beliefs, norms, and values are common 

in poorer areas, where most residents are minorities (Wolfgang & Ferracuti, 1967).  For example, 

violence is regarded as a valid and expected way of securing the respect of others and a means 

for achieving individual self-preservation.  Wolfgang & Ferracuti (1967) also discovered that 

homicides are often crimes of passion detached from clear objectives. 

Contributions of Economists and Social Theorists 

 The subculture of violence theory has been tested and critiqued by several authors due to 

the close ties that Wolfgang and Ferracuti (1967) made between crimes and race (Gabbidon & 

Greene, 2019); however, Vigil (2003) aptly noted that neither routine activities theory nor 

subculture of violence theory sufficiently explain why youth take part in gang-related violence.  

For instance, he observes that the former ignores anthropological factors absent from official 

crime statistics, demographics, and victimization surveys (Vigil, 2003).  Sowell (2011) appears 

to scoff at the notion that law-abiding behavior is natural and posits that attempts to explain the 

root causes of crime are futile, observing that world events and history are sufficient to dispel the 

notion that good things happen intuitively.  In Sowell’s (2011) estimation,  

people commit crimes because they are people—because they are innately selfish and do 

not care how their behavior affects other people, unless they have been raised to behave 

otherwise or unless they fear the criminal justice system. (p. 55)   

Fagan (1995) cites the immaterial conditions of  



THE ONGOING SURGE IN YOUTH GANG-RELATED CRIME 27 

 

moral failure, the refusal to exercise personal responsibility, and the inability or refusal to 

enter into family and community relationships based on love, respect, and attachment 

both to the broader community and to a common code of conduct (para 6)  

as aspects that many lawmakers refuse to acknowledge while presuming that high crime rates are 

rooted in material conditions. 

While violent crime rates vary across locations, they tend to be concentrated among 

young males in their early twenties regardless of locale (Sowell, 2011).  Wilson and Petersilia 

(1995) noted that 6% of all boys of a particular age will commit at least one-half of all crimes 

committed by boys of that age, and that this fact is consistent in places as different from one 

another as Orange County, London, Racine, and Philadelphia.  Sowell (2011) outlined four 

patterns of failure in criminal justice that began in 1960. 

1. A “crisis” ensued when Chief Judge David L. Bazelon indicated that the help of 

behavioral scientists was needed to address crime, although the most trustworthy and 

longest-standing data revealed that the number of murders committed in 1960 was less 

than it had been in the 1950s, 1940s, and 1930s, despite increases in the population and 

the 1960 addition of the states of Hawaii and Alaska to the national statistics count. 

2. The “solution” consisted of several Supreme Court decisions, including Mapp v. Ohio, 

Escobedo v. Illinois, and Miranda v. Arizona, which invalidated convictions when 

police did not follow court-established procedures; while Gideon v. Wainwright allowed 

for the overturning of convictions even when guilt was undeniable. 

3. The results of the “solution” were murder rates that, in 1974, would be twice as high as 

they were in 1961; a three-fold increase in major violent crime from 1960 to 1976; a 
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tripling in the number of policemen murdered in the 1960s; and a more than tripling in 

juveniles arrested for murder between 1965 and 1990. 

4. The response to the skyrocketing crime rates ranged from an initial derision of those 

who appeared to incorrectly predict that crime rates would increase to complete denial 

and claims that the uptick was the result of better data collection and increased 

reporting. 

Available data supports Sowell’s historical summation.  In the 1960s, Supreme Court Chief 

Justice Earl Warren suggested that rising crime rates were the result of neglected crime-breeding 

slum conditions, although crime rates had been declining in prior decades (Sowell, 2011).  It was 

not until after Warren became Chief Justice in 1953 that crime rates began to rise (Sowell, 2011).  

The 1953 U.S. homicide rate was 4.8 per 100,000 people, which was the lowest it had been in 40 

years (Sowell, 2011).  By 1991, the U.S. murder and deliberate manslaughter rate had climbed to 

9.8 per 100,000 people, despite not including all homicides that had been included in the 1950s’ 

count (Sowell, 2011a). 

 Cohen and Felson (1979), Reilly (2020) Sowell (2011), Vigil (2003), Wolfgang and 

Ferracuti (1967), Williams (2017), Wilson and Petersilia (1995), and Wolfgang and Ferracuti 

(1967) give readers ample insight into why youth join gangs and participate in illicit gang-related 

activities.  The collective framework these researchers provide is useful for (a) understanding the 

role of the nuclear family in youth gang prevention, (b) identifying strong youth gang prevention 

programs, (c) implementing new youth gang prevention programs, and (d) improving existing 

youth gang prevention programs. 

Successful Youth Gang Prevention 
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 No youth gang prevention programs exist to ward off the development of gangs (Gang 

Prevention, n.d.).  Rather, the aim of such programs is to keep youth from joining gangs.  The 

breakdown of the family structure factors significantly in youth gang involvement and 

delinquency.  Given the positive correlation between high crime rates and broken homes, youth 

gang prevention programs would do well to address familial relationships because strong 

families are essential to building healthy individuals and communities.  Furthermore, observing 

the strengths of select programs as they relate to the family is beneficial for the improvement of 

existing programs and the implementation of new programs. 

Understanding the Role of the Nuclear Family 

Considering the likelihood of youth becoming involved in gangs requires careful 

consideration of risk and protective factors, which span the realms of the individual (e.g., values, 

attitudes, knowledge), peer (e.g., activities, norms, attachment), family, school (e.g., climate, 

performance, policy), and community (e.g., poverty level, resources, crime) (Development 

Services Group, Inc., 2015a).  Risk factors are conditions that increase the likelihood that youth 

will engage in delinquent behavior and continue to do so into adulthood (Development Services 

Group, Inc., 2015b).  Family-level risk factors include history of problem behaviors and parent 

criminality; family management problems and poor parental supervision and monitoring; poor 

family attachment and bonding; child victimization and maltreatment; patterns of high family 

conflict and violence, sibling antisocial behavior; parental use of physical punishment and erratic 

discipline practices; and low parental education levels and literacy (Development Services 

Group, Inc., 2015b). 

Protective factors are characteristics that often reduce the influence of risk factors and 

result in a lower likelihood of delinquency (Development Services Group, Inc., 2015a).  Family-
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level protective factors include effective parenting; good relationships with parents and bonding 

or attachment to family; having a stable family; healthy, conventional beliefs and clear standards; 

high family expectations; opportunities for prosocial family involvement; presence and 

involvement of caring, supportive adults; involvement in organized religious activities; and 

rewards for prosocial family involvement (Model Programs Guide, n.d.a). 

Many contributions to the family engagement field of study have described the benefits 

of family involvement for the academic, social, emotional, and character development of 

children (Weiss et al., 2019).  Compared to their counterparts, fatherless youth have a higher 

likelihood of delinquency (The Consequences of Fatherlessness, n.d.).  In the context of 

development, adolescents who have disengaged parents prior to and during adolescence are at a 

higher risk for delinquency because of a lack of emotional detachment to parents and the lack of 

supervision and behavioral control (National Research Council, 2013). Several youth gang 

prevention programs, each consisting of strengths and weaknesses, successfully and consistently 

keep youth from joining gangs. 

Strengths of Select Gang Prevention Programs 

 Over the course of two years in the late 1990s, 53 murders took place in Washington, 

D.C.’s Benning Terrace Public Housing’s five-square-block complex (Woodson, 2020).  

Following the establishment of a partnership between the Woodson Center (formerly known as 

the National Center for Neighborhood Enterprise) and a local grassroots organization (the 

Alliance of Concerned Men), gang leaders and members negotiated a truce, and no gang-related 

murders took place for the next 12 consecutive years (Woodson, 2020).  Gang activity was 

supplanted by job opportunities provided by the Washington, D.C. Housing Authority.  These 

jobs included neighborhood refurbishment, graffiti removal, and landscaping.  Woodson (2020) 
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shared the Benning Terrace success story to illustrate how the transformation of communities is 

most effectively addressed by people who are indigenous to the problem areas.  Because of its 

effectiveness, the Woodson Center-Alliance of Concerned Men collaboration provides a suitable 

lens through which to examine the strengths and weakness of programs that have similar 

objectives. 

Functional Family Therapy (FTT). 

Functional Family Therapy (FTT) (n.d.) is a program evidence-rated by the National 

Institute of Justice as Effective.  FTT aims to temporarily engage and motivate youth and families 

to effect long-term changes (Alexander & Parsons, 1982; Alexander et al., 2000; Sexton & 

Alexander, 2000).  Targeting at-risk youth ages 11 to 18 who are justice-involved or at risk for 

delinquency, violence, substance abuse, or other behavioral problems, FFT consists of five 

phases:  engagement, motivation, relational assessment, behavior change, and 

generalization (Functional Family Therapy, n.d.).  The goal of the engagement phase is to 

establish rapport by ensuring that clients understand that therapists will listen, help, and respect 

them utilizing a responsible and credible process.  The motivational phase’s goal is to create 

a therapy context that adolescents and families will want to remain in.  During this 

phase, therapists focus on decreasing negativity (e.g., hopelessness and low self-

efficacy), and positive experiences in therapy are iterated to securing a lasting change.  The 

relational assessment phase involves a shift from individual problems to a relational 

perspective.  The goal of this phase is to address intrafamily and extrafamily capabilities (e.g., 

values, interaction patterns, sources of resistance, and resources).  The goal of the behavior 

change phase is to reduce and eliminate behavioral problems and the family relational patterns 

associated with them.  Therapists provide family communication, parenting, problem-solving, 
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and conflict management training during this phase.  The goal of the final phase “is to increase 

the family’s capacity to adequately use multisystemic community resources to engage in relapse 

prevention” (Family Functional Therapy, n.d.). 

Sexton and Turner (2010) evaluated 917 families spanning 14 rural and urban counties, 

comparing FTT provided by community-based therapists with traditional probation services 

provided by local counties.  Therapists provided an average of 12 family-based sessions over a 3- 

to 6-month period to adolescents between the ages of 13 and 17, 56% of whom were convicted 

felons.  Another 42% of the youth had committed misdemeanors (Sexton & Turner, 2010).  

When a specific treatment model was adhered to, a 12-month follow up found that FTT led to a 

35%, 30%, and 21% reduction in felony, violent crime, and misdemeanor recidivisms, 

respectively, when compared to the control group (Sexton & Turner, 2010).  Conversely, Sexton 

and Turner (2010) found no statistically significant difference in overall recidivism between the 

treatment and control groups.  The researchers’ measures of model adherence were subjective 

and, therefore, would be difficult if not impossible to replicate. 

Families and Schools Together (FAST). 

Families and Schools Together (FAST) (n.d.) is an intervention program designed for at-

risk youth ages 4 to 12 and their families.  The program’s goal is to intervene early to empower 

youth to succeed in the community, at home, and in school to avoid problems such as 

delinquency, violence, addition, and dropping out of school.  The program commences when a 

child is identified by a teacher or other school professional as being at risk for serious academic 

and social problems.  The family of the child is then referred for participation in FAST, 

and trained recruiters visit the parents at home to invite them to participate in the program.  A 

family that agrees to participate joins eight to 12 other families for eight weekly meetings lasting 
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approximate two and a half hours.  Meetings facilitated by a trained team (a parent, a school 

professional, a clinical social worker, and a substance abuse counselor) include opening and 

closing routines, a family meal, structured family activities, parent mutual-support time, and 

parent-child play therapy.  After eight weeks, families participate in a graduation ceremony and 

receive monthly check-ins for the two years following (Families and Schools Together, n.d.). 

Kratochwill et al. (2009) studied 134 students across eight schools in a district serving at-

risk, low-income communities.  Children were matched into groups of two based on their age, 

gender, grade, race, and a teacher’s assessment of high or low classroom aggression on the Child 

Behavior Checklist, a standardized outcome measure of child behavior. Each pair was randomly 

assigned to a FAST intervention group or a control group.  Posttests were conducted 

immediately following the 8-week FAST intervention and 1-year follow-up data were 

subsequently collected.  The researchers observed no difference in child behavior or social 

skills.  FAST group families experience significantly improved family adaptability compared to 

the control group, but there were no significant differences in family cohesion or support 

between the two groups at the 1-year-follow-up.  Finally, one FAST group student was placed 

into special education compared to four control group students.  Kratchwill et al. (2009) 

suggested that, given the findings of previous research and because FAST change is systemic, 

the lack of statistically significant differences in child behavior or social skills between the study 

and control groups at the 1-year follow-up may be the result of the time it takes for long-term 

effects to show. 

Violence-Free Zone (VFZ). 

 Violence-Free Zone (VFZ) is a youth and gang-related violence intervention model that 

has been replicated in several cities including Dallas, Texas; Hartford, Connecticut; Houston, 
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Texas; Indianapolis, Indiana; Los Angeles, California; and Washington, D.C. (National Gang 

Center, 2020h).  VFZ is rooted in a youth violence reduction program based in Philadelphia, 

Pennsylvania, known as the House of Umoja (Woodson Center, 2020a).  The House of Umoja, 

founded by Falakah and David Fattah, was responsible for major crime reductions in the 1980s.  

The Fattahs established a family-centered community institution out of their home.  In 1985, the 

Philadelphia Psychiatric Center reported that the first 600 Umojans had a three percent arrest rate 

compared to a 70% to 90% recidivism rate for adjudicated youth offenders (Fattah, 1987).  Many 

gang members are products of single mothers who are unable to provide the physical and 

emotional needs of their children.  Mimicking the House of Umoja model, VFZ fills the 

guidance voids of youth through mentorship and outreach. 

 Johnson et al. (2013) evaluated the effectiveness of the VFZ in Custer High School of 

Milwaukee, Wisconsin, with the students of non-VFZ Milwaukee Public Schools serving as the 

control group.  Over the course of four years, the researchers observed students to gather and 

evaluate data pertaining to discipline, suspension, truancy, grade point average (GPA), high 

school graduation, and likelihood of college pursuit.  Prior to intervention, VFZ students 

averaged 1.2 disciplinary incidents per month.  At the end of the assessment period, the number 

of incidents was down by 44%.  Coinciding with the reduction in disciplinary incidents, VFZ 

students experienced a drastic 79% decrease in the number of suspension days.  Truancy 

incidents declined by 23%, equating to 311 school days when accounting for additional days 

gained by students not being given the typical punishment for absenteeism without good reason 

(i.e., suspension).  VFZ student average GPA rose by 9.3%.  Furthermore, the three-year average 

graduation rate of VFZ student (92%) far exceeded the 74% rate of Custer High School students 

at large, with 18% more VFZ students applying for college in the final year of the study than the 
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estimated percentage of Wisconsin high school graduates who entered college the Fall semester 

following high school graduation (Johnson et al., 2013).  Johnson et al. (2013) concluded that 

VFZ membership is a correlate of better student performance and climate improvement; 

however, the correlation does not always exist between VFZ membership and school-level 

performance. 

Recommendations 

 Several gang prevention programs across the United States have proven to be effective in 

keeping youth from joining gangs.  Proactive approaches are preferable to tactics aimed at 

mitigating the problem through the enactment of punitive measures.  The establishment and 

development of strong, healthy relationships are common factors of successful youth gang 

prevention programs.  Family Functional Therapy, Families and Schools Together, and Violence 

Free Zone are strategically placed in and around schools.  Under ideal circumstances, intact 

family structures would serve as the greatest deterrent to youth gang involvement and juvenile 

delinquency.  Given the grim statistics associated with marriages and illegitimacy, however, new 

and existing programs must increase exposure to protective factors to aid youth in making better 

decisions, confronting obstacles, and finding the support they need in the absence of healthy, 

two-parent homes; thereby preventing, diminishing, and counteracting the effects of risk factors. 

 VFZ has enjoyed considerable success in schools.  The Woodson Center’s (2021a) VFZ 

model principles “have also proved applicable to suburban and rural communities” (para 1).  The 

principles of the VFZ model are adaptations of the those that characterize the House of Umoja’s 

success, which Woodson (2021b) recorded and fleshed out.  The principles of the House of 

Umoja (n.d.) are (a) a family-centered organization acting as youth’s primary human support 

system, based on participatory decision-making; (b) a process of socialization in which at-risk 
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youth develop strong, healthy identities; (c) collaborative conflict resolution and problem 

solving; (d) personal time and space organization; (e) emphasis on work and understanding of 

work that encompasses virtue; (f) emphasis on serving others; (g) common familial rituals to 

express spiritual or ideological context; and (h) leadership training and development. 

 Through experience, Woodson (2020) has identified ten fundamental principles that can 

be applied to revitalize individuals, families, and communities in every geographic area of the 

United States that is ridden with youth gang activity.  The Woodson Principles, as he calls them, 

are competence, integrity, transparency, resilience, witness, innovation, inspiration, agency, 

access, and grace (Woodson, 2020).  The application of competence involves recognizing that 

people who live in the neighborhood where people are suffering the problem are uniquely 

qualified to provide the support and guidance needed for youth to thrive.  Integrity highlights the 

need for leaders who are trustworthy, virtuous, honest, and authentic; people who can easily 

identify people they have helped despite obstacles.  Transparency refers to the process of 

building bonds of trust and encouraging others to be open by refusing to conceal one’s 

shortcomings and failures, but rather confessing them and sharing the process of overcoming 

them.  Applying resilience consists of finding and learning from the people who have thrived in 

environments where most are barely surviving, for example intact families where protective 

factors are in great supply.  A witness is one who has first-hand experience with a problem that 

most struggle with.  Witnesses self-protect by holding themselves accountable to maintaining a 

changed life before those they serve, for the sake of exuding hope.  Innovation is an element that 

connects leaders with entrepreneurs to leverage the skills of the latter for the betterment of 

society and the local economy.  Inspiration provides vision by offering tools for succeeding, 

rather than emphasizing the avoidance of failures.  Agency involves reciprocity in which 



THE ONGOING SURGE IN YOUTH GANG-RELATED CRIME 37 

 

individuals are given opportunities to gain economic independence.  In other words, the goal is 

for people become their own agents for self-sufficiency. Access joins individual needs or desire 

to change with help, regardless of race, background, or another demographic. Finally, grace 

believes and empowers people to grant one another forgiveness, trusting that everyone is on a 

search for purpose.  Applying grace to any gang prevention program—new or existing—will 

inspire people to empathetically see others and their communities as being full of potential 

instead of doomed to hopeless destruction. 

Conclusion 

Juvenile delinquency takes many forms, none of which is broadcast more than youth 

gang criminal activity.  The most recent National Gang Center data reveals upticks in the number 

of gangs and gang members, and in the total number of gang-related homicides in recent years.  

Youth gang problems are present in suburban counties, smaller cities, and rural counties, but are 

most prevalent in larger cities.  U.S. public policy think tanks devote considerable time and effort 

to researching various problems, including gangs, to uncover evidence-based solutions.  The 

Office of Juvenile Justice Delinquency Prevention’s Model Programs Guide contains 

comprehensive information available about government-sponsored youth gang prevention 

programs, including Gang Violence Reduction Strategy, Gang Resistance Education and 

Training, and Little Village Gang Violence Reduction Project.  Researchers have revealed that 

the breakdown of the family structure, which has progressively worsened over the last 60 years, 

factors significantly into youth gangs and youth gang criminal activity.   

Routine activities theory and subculture of violence theory are among several theories 

that have been proposed to explain the relation between juveniles and gangs; however, the notion 

that neither of these theories comprehensively accounts for the youth gang problem is widely 
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accepted.  Economists and social scientists provide perspectives on the issue of youth gangs that 

help close the gap between the problem and solutions.  Several solutions designed to keep youth 

from joining gangs have been successfully proposed and implemented, including Functional 

Family Therapy, Families and Schools Together, and Violence-Free Zone.  As organizations 

continuously develop and revamp gang prevention programs, placing particular effort into 

applying the Woodson Principles (born out of the House of Ujoma principles) in family, school, 

and community settings will prove to be indispensable in any environment. 
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