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Girls Study Group

� Multi-disciplinary group of researchers and 
practitioners 

� Convened to:

� Study patterns, causes, and consequences of 
female delinquency

� Identify effective strategies to prevent and reduce 
female involvement in delinquency

� Funded by the Office of Juvenile Justice and 
Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP)



Mission of the Girls Study Group

� Understand girls’ patterns of delinquency, their pathways 
to and desistance from delinquency, and the 
consequences for girls’ involvement in delinquency and 
the juvenile justice system  

� Identify relevant risk and protective factors

� Identify gaps in research as it relates to girls and 
delinquency

� Effectively communicate findings both to the research 
community and to those who have the responsibility to 
intervene in the lives of girls at risk for or currently 
involved in delinquent behavior

� Identify and promote effective programs and policies



Research Activities

� Review of the literature

� Secondary analysis of relevant datasets

� Review of programs targeting female delinquency

� Review of screening and assessment tools

� Development of model programs



Girls Study Group Members
� Dr. Robert Agnew, Professor, Department of Sociology, Emory University 

� Anne Marie Ambrose, Esq., Director, Bureau of Juvenile Justice Services, Pennsylvania Office of 
Children, Youth and Families

� Dr. Meda Chesney  Lind,  Professor, Women’s Studies Program, University of Hawaii at Manoa

� Dr. Gayle Dakof,  Associate Research Professor, Department of Epidemiology and Public Health, 
University of Miami

� Dr. Delbert Elliott, Professor of Sociology, Director, Center for the Study and Prevention of Violence, 
University of Colorado

� Dr. Barry Feld, Professor,  School of Law,  University of Minnesota

� Dr. Diana Fishbein, Director, RTI Transdisciplinary Behavioral Science Program

� Dr. Peggy Giordano, Professor of Sociology, Center for Family and Demographic Research, 
Bowling Green State University

� Dr. Candace Kruttschnitt, Professor, Department of Sociology, University of Minnesota

� Dr. Jody Miller, Associate Professor, Department of Criminology and Criminal Justice

� Dr. Merry Morash, Professor, School of Criminal Justice, Michigan State University

� Dr.  Darrell Steffensmeier, Professor, Department of Sociology, The Pennsylvania State 

� Ms. Giovanna Taormina, Executive Director, Girls Circle Association

� Dr. Donna-Marie Winn, Senior Research Scientist, Center for Child and Family Policy



Girls Study Group Reviews
� Robert Agnew, “The Contributions of Mainstream Theories to the Explanation of Female 

Delinquency” & “Religion, Gender and Delinquency”

� Meda Chesney-Lind, “An Overview of Key Themes in Female Delinquency”

� Barry Feld, “Girls in the Juvenile Justice System”

� Peggy Giordano, “Peer Influences on Girls’ Delinquency”

� Candace Kruttschnitt and Peggy Giordano, “Family Influences on Girls’ Delinquency”

� Jody Miller and Christopher Mullins, “Feminist Theories of Girls’ Delinquency”

� Merry Morash and Meda Chesney-Lind, “Girls Violence in Context”

� Allison Payne, Denise Gottfredson and Candace Kruttschnitt, “Girls, Schooling and 
Delinquency”

� Elizabeth Cauffman and Lisa Broidy, “Pathways to Girls Offending”

� Diana Fishbein, Shari Miller-Johnson, Donna-Marie Winn and Gayle Dakof, “Individual 
Risk Factors in Girls’ Delinquency”

� Jody Miller, “Young Women and Street Gangs”

� Darrell Steffensmeier, “Trends in Girls’ Delinquency and the Gender Gap”

� Margaret A. Zahn, “Communities and Girls’ Delinquency”



Literature Review

� 1600 pieces of literature were reviewed

� 13 chapters have been done

� 9 have been finalized



Gender Differences in 
Causes and Correlates 
of Girls’ Delinquency



The Ecological Model

Community

School & Peers

Family

Individual



Gender Differences

� Girls and boys experience many of the same 
risk factors, but they differ in sensitivity to and 
rate of exposure to these factors



Gender Differences in Risk and 
Protective Factors Associated with 
Delinquency

� The following risk and protective factors are especially 
gender-sensitive:
� Early puberty
� Depression and anxiety
� Witnessing family violence
� Cross-gender peer influence
� Responsivity to religion
� Attachment and bonding to school
� Neighborhood disadvantage



Gender Differences in Risk and 
Protective Factors Associated with 
Delinquency

� The following risk and protective factors, though 
associated with delinquency, do not differ for girls and 
boys:
� Family dynamics

� Structure and stability
� Supervision and control
� Family criminality
� Family violence

� School involvement
� Availability of community-based alternatives to 

detention



Individual and Biological Factors*

� Girls may be more susceptible to psychological 
dysfunction as a response to traumatic events

� Early puberty may be related to risk for behavior 
problems, including delinquency, in both boys and 
girls; but the relationship appears stronger for girls

� Early puberty, especially for girls in high poverty 
neighborhoods, links girls to older, sometimes 
delinquent males

� *From Fishbein et al. 2005



Family Influences*

� Maltreatment and sexual assault

� Supervision and control

� Family involvement in prostitution or drug use

� *From Kruttschnitt and Giordano, 2005



Peer Dynamics*

� Girls have fewer delinquent peer associations

� Girls are more influenced by the delinquency of 
romantic partners

� *From Giordano, 2005



Neighborhood Effects*

� There are many studies on neighborhoods, but few 
on gender related effects

� Structural disadvantage affects crime rates of both 
girls and boys

� Girls are less exposed to community violence

� Relocation to more affluent neighborhoods lowered 
girls’ delinquency more than boys’ delinquency (see 
MTO study, Kling et al. 2005)

� *From Zahn, 2005



Religion*

� Religion plays an important role in the lives of a large 
share of all U.S. teenagers, especially females 

� Religion has a modest negative effect on 
delinquency, especially minor delinquency 

� The effect of religion on delinquency may be stronger 
among females than males 

� Faith-based organizations may aid in the effort to 
control female delinquency, particularly in lower-
income and African American communities -- where 
faith-based organizations are often a major presence

� *From Agnew, 2005



Schools*

� School success has a slightly stronger protective 
effect for boys, though it depends on the type of 
delinquency

� Students’ perception of the fairness and clarity of the 
rules and enforcement has a protective effect on both 
genders, but more so for boys than girls

� Bonding to school is a stronger protective factor for 
girls

� *From Payne, Gottfredson and Kruttschnitt, 2005



Arrest Policies*
� The Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act 

(1974) provided impetus to divert and deinstitutionalize 
status offenders

� Girls were more affected by this

� The lack of community-based alternatives lead to 
subversive strategies to evade deinstitutionalization

� Status offenders were relabeled as delinquent and 
confined to mental health or chemical dependency 
"treatment" facilities

� Also, some status offenses were relabeled as domestic 
assaults

� Zero tolerance policies lowered the threshold for reporting 
disputes as assaults, both in homes and schools  

� *From Feld, 2005



Risk and Resilience

� Girls and boys experience many of the same risk 
factors, but they sometimes differ in sensitivity to and 
rates of exposure

� Gender-responsive theory of delinquency will 
incorporate these findings 



Forthcoming

� Causes and Correlates bulletin forthcoming from the 
Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 
Prevention (OJJDP)

� Revised manuscripts will be available in book form in 
2006



For more information, visit:

http://girlsstudygroup.rti.org/


