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ABSTRACT
This dissertation begins with an historical examination of the inadequacies of theories and
research pertaining to delinquent girls and boys in an attempt to assess the "gender-specific"
needs of girls. Building on a broad base of literature, this study was designed to assess both
gender differences in pathways to offending and in processing experiences. This study is
phase II of a gender-specific services initiative started by Ohio’s Office of Criminal Justice
Services in response to both Federal direction and local community needs. In phase I of this
project, focus groups were conducted across the state with delinquent girls and the
professionals who work with them. The findings from the focus groups and a review of the
literature in this area led to the development of the Holsinger-Belknap Youth Survey. Using
this measurement instrument, data were collected from 163 girls and 281 boys currently
incarcerated in Ohio (N= 444 youth). The results of the survey provide a detailed picture
of gender differences both in youths' pathways to delinquency, their experiences in the

criminal and juvenile, and gender differences in programming the youth request.
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CHAPTERI1
STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM:

THE INADEQUACY OF DELINQUENCY THEORIES AND RESEARCH TO
EXAMINE GIRLS AND GENDER USING MORE PROMISING APPROACHES
INTRODUCTION

One of the greatest limitations of existing criminological and criminal justice
research is the low priority that has been given to the etiology, processing, and treatment of
female offending. In fact, what we know about the adolescent female pales in comparison
to what is known about the adolescent male. Leonard (1982) noted that although sex as a
variable offers the most explanatory power regarding crime, it has been ignored. Theories
of delinquency, empirical research on the processing and treatment of offenders, and
program models have been based almost exclusively on the male experience, largely
ignoring or offering shallow, sexist explanations regarding the female experience. In order
to develop a more complete knowledge of girls and young women, it is necessary to explore
the biases of the past and present and realize how these biases have played a detrimental role
in shaping how females are seen — and in many ways not seen -~ by the criminal and juvenile
justice systems and by criminological theorists.

Often times, where females are included in theories, empirical research, or simply
in discussions of offending, women and girls are lumped together. To some extent, this is
logical, since many adult female (women) offenders have a history of juvenile delinquency.
Or stated alternatively, these are often the same females, just at different stages and ages of

their lives. Therefore, in this research, the terms "female offender” and "female offending”

will be used to refer to females of all ages, while the term “delinquent” is meant specifically



to represent individuals under the age of 18 years old.

In recent years, some scholars have noticed that the increase in the rate of
incarcerating women has grown at an even faster pace than the serious growth in the
incarceration of men (Chesney-Lind 1995a; Immarigeon and Chesney-Lind 1992; Kline
1993). Thus the paucity of research on incarcerated females is increasingly inexcusable.
Moreover, where attention has been given to female offenders, it has tended to be on women
instead of girls. Focus on girls is critical for two reasons. First, most criminological theories
on the etiology of offending are on juvenile delinquency. Ignoring females, then, is an
incomplete as well as a sexist representation of juvenile delinquency. A second reason that
including girls is important is the growing recognition of gender differences in the
"pathways" to offending (e.g., American Correctional Association 1990; Amold 1990,
Belknap and Holsinger 1998; Bottcher 1993; Chesney-Lind 1989; Chesney-Lind and
Rodriguez 1983; Daly 1992; Dembo, Williams, and Schmeidler 1993; Felthous and
Yudowitz 1977, Gilfus 1992; Silbert and Pines 1981; Widom 1989a).

A number of reasons have been offered regarding the low priority of addressing
female delinquency in empirical research. First, as Smart (1976) pointed out, girls were
parceived as low status, in part, because they do not pose as serious a threat to the social
order as boys. Additionally, several studies noted that boys were more likely to leave behind
a victim, whereas girls were more likely to hurt themselves (Dembo, Williams, Wothke,
Schmeidler, and Brown 1992; Wells 1994, Widom 1989a). Indeed, one study that examined
teachers’ reports of their students internalizing problems reported that girls who were

physically harmed were much more likely than boys who were harmed to show symptoms
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