Correlates of delinquency: A look at gender differences

Contemporary research on delinquency is challenging fundamental assumptions regarding female
delinquency made by early theorists and researchers. As a result, correctional theory and research
appears to be at a crossroad in terms of gender issues.

One important issue is the identification of risk factors for female youth. The apparent social bias of early
female-delinquency theories suggests that exclusive reliance on personal and familial problems in the
assessment of female risk may be inadequate. Yet, the relevance of male-based risk factors has not been
filly evaluated.

Our study attempted to fill this gap through a systematic review of research that has examined the same
risk factors for male and female youths separately. It should be noted here that our research and its
findings focused on youth criminality (delinquency) rather than on adult criminality.

Female delinquency has historically been perceived as relatively rare and less serious than male
delinquency.(® Early research using police and court records showed that for each female delinquent,
there were three to seven male delinquents.(3) In terms of offence type, female youths were perceived as
committing relatively minor offences, such as running away, truancy and sexual acting out, while male
youths were perceived as committing a much wider and more serious range of offences.(4)

Early female-delinquency theories were also dramatically different from those developed for male
youths. Personal maladjustment was viewed as a fundamental cause of problem behaviour in female
youths. Psychological problems, inadequate performance of the proper sex role, and a problematic home
life were some of the proposed explanations for female deviance.(® In contrast, early male-delinquency
theories focused on more external risk factors, such as peer group, lower social class, and lack of
educational or occupational resources.(®)

Within the past 20 years, research has challenged some of these traditional views. Contemporary self-
report studies, for example, have suggested a more accurate gender ratio of no more than three male
delinquents to each female delinquent.(?) Recent studies have also found that female youth are involved
in a broad range of criminal behaviours, not just minor offences. One exception to the similarity of
offences is the use of physical aggression; here, female involvement remains lower than that of male
youths.(®)

To explain and predict delinquency, contemporary research has expanded its scope to consider personal
factors (such as behaviour, personality, and cognition), interpersonal factors (such as family and peers),
and structural factors (such as school and church). Although the tendency to omit female youths
continues, there has been an emerging interest in female involvement in delinquency. Increasingly,
studies on risk are including male and female youths in their research samples. Until now, these studies
were never examined as a group. Our study The primary goal of our research was to review this portion
of the delinquency literature. Specifically, we looked at published and unpublished studies conducted
over the past 30 years. This review gave us an opportunity to comprehensively examine female youths on



a wide range of risk factors. It also allowed us to examine risk factors not typically investigated among
male samples. We sought answers to two basic questions:

. What are the important risk factors for each gender? For example, does associating with criminal
peers place male youths at risk for delinquency, and does this factor also place female youths at
risk?

. Are specific risk factors more important for a particular gender? For example, are family
problems more strongly related to female delinquency than to male delinquency, and are school
difficulties more strongly associated with male delinquency than with female delinquency?

We used a technique called "meta-analysis" to conduct this review.(®) One of the main advantages of
meta-analysis over the traditional (narrative) form of literature review is that meta-analysis summarizes
large bodies of literature and reaches more definitive conclusions. This quantitative approach combines
numerical information (actual data) from selected studies and computes an average result for each risk
factor for males and females separately. This information then indicates the degree of association
between delinquency and a particular risk factor.(10)

Table 1

Risk Factors
Lower social class
Family structure or parental problems (broken home, marital problems)
Personal distress (anxiety, low self-esteem, apathy)
Minor personility variables (empathy, moral reasoning)
Poor parent-child relations (attachment, supervision)
Educational difficulties (poor grades, dropout)
Temperament or misconduct problems (psychopathy, implusivity, substance use)
Antisocial peers or attitudes

Each study included in this review met three criteria:

. Male and female youths were sampled.
. Each gender was examined on the same risk factor.
. The data for each gender were reported separately.

These criteria ensured that male-female comparisons were based on the same delinquency and risk
measures, thus eliminating biases that could result from using different measures for each gender.

Sixty studies met these requirements and provided 464 correlations between delinguency and risk factors.



We then grouped the risk factors examined within these correlations into eight general risk categories
based on previous reviews and common themes in the delinquency literature.

Table 1 lists the eight risk factors and provides a brief indication of their content. Some factors will be
familiar to FORUM readers, as a previous issue on delinquency highlighted some of these risk areas.(11)

What risk factors are most important for delinquency in each gender?

Table 2
Average Correlations for Eight Risk Factors
Risk Factor Female youthsMale youths
r(n) r(n)

Lower social class 0.07 (19) 0.06 (19)
Family structure or parental problems | 0.07 (17) 0.09 (17)
Personal distress 0.10 (14) 0.09 (14)
Minor personality variables 0.18 (9) 0.22 (9)
Poor parent-child relations 0.20 (41) 0.22 (41)
Educational difficulties 0.24 (34) 0.23 (34)
Temperament or misconduct problems|  0.35 (45) 0.36 (45)
Antisocial pers or attitudes 0.39 (53) 0.40 (53)
r = average correlation; n = number of correlations that
contributed to that average

Table 2 provides a clear indication of the combined results of these 60 studies. Correlations of 0.15 or
larger would be of substantive interest.

For female youths, the most important risk factors in descending order were antisocial peers or attitudes,
temperament or misconduct problems, educational difficulties, poor parent-child relations, and minor
personality variables. Personal distress, family structure or parental problems, and lower social class did
not appear to be strongly related to delinquency.

A similar pattern emerged for the male youths: that is, the first three risk factors in the table were not
strongly related to male delinquency, and the last five factors were important.(12) Are specific risk factors
more important for a particular gender? A comparison of the two columns of correlations in Table 2
indicates there were no differences in the risk factors across gender. Statistical tests supported this
seemingly obvious finding. In other words, the general risk factors that were important for male
delinquency were also important for female delinquency. Practical importance In practical terms, these
data suggest that knowing a youth's socioeconomic status or family structure would provide little
information about his or her risk of delinquency.



However, information indicating difficulties in the area of family relations, conduct or peers would
provide valuable information about that individual's risk of delinquency. These findings are consistent
with social psychological models of criminal conduct that suggest that a variety of factors are associated
with delinquency.(13) Control variables The next step in our research process was to assess whether
particular aspects of these 60 studies contained systematic bias. For example, would the numbers in
Table 2 change dramatically if we took into account the source of the information - that is, whether
delinquency was measured by self-reports from the delinquents or by officials from the justice system?
Would it matter if the sample consisted of high-school students or a group of offenders?

We considered 15 aspects related to the studies and their samples.(14) While certain aspects did influence
the size of the correlations in Table 2, the overall ranking of factors did not change. That is, despite
taking into account various study characteristics, the data on social class, family structure or parent
problems and personal distress still provided little information about an individual's risk for delinquency.
Parent-child difficulties and school problems remained important. Finally, temperament or misconduct
problems and antisocial peers or attitudes remained the factors most significantly related to delinquency,
regardless of study characteristics.

To summarize, this meta-analytical review yielded three conclusions with respect to eight general risk
factors:

. The general risk factors that were important for female youths were also important for male
youths. Further, no risk factor was more important for a particular gender.

. The most important risk factors for both genders, in descending order, were antisocial attitudes
and peers, temperament or misconduct problems, educational difficulties, poor parent-child
relations, and minor personality variables. In contrast, lower social class, family structure or
parental problems, and personal distress were not strongly related to delinquency.

- When various sample and study characteristics were taken into account, the general pattern of
results remained the same.

Other risk factors Although this review suggests that the same risk factors are important for men and
women, some might argue that gender differences may exist for other factors not captured by the eight
areas we examined.

To explore this possibility, we grouped 96 correlations not captured by the eight general risk factors into
10 additional risk areas and assessed them for possible gender differences. Table 3 lists these factors and
the number of times each factor was found in the studies examined. Undoubtedly more research has been
conducted within each area; however, recall that we selected the studies based on three criteria listed
earlier.

Since only a total of 96 correlations pertained to these 10 categories, we treated this set of findings as
exploratory. A few highlights will be mentioned.

Two very promising categories of risk were lack of attachment to convention and sexual The general risk



factors that were important for female youths were also important for male youths. Further, behaviour.
Lack of attachment to convention pertained to an individual's lack of affiliation with prosocial people
(such as parents and teachers) or institutions (such as family, school and church). Because these
measures assessed attachment to multiple individuals or institutions, they could not be incorporated in
any of the earlier categories, such as education or parent-child relations.

The data indicated that lack of attachment to convention was associated with delinquency for each
gender (male average correlation = 0.23; female average correlation = 0.22). This was to be expected
given that our earlier analysis found that lack of attachment to specific institutions (such as educational
difficulties) and people (poor parent-child relations) were important risk factors.

Table 3

Other Risk Factors
Victimization (1)
Illegitimate opportunity (2)
Lack of legitimate opportunity (3)
Sexual behaviour (3)
Lack of hobbies or involvement (4)
Accommodation problems (4)
Self -concept issues (6)
Race (7)
Sex-role orientation (8)
Lack of attachment to convention (10)

Although the data for sexual behaviour were obtained from only three studies, there was consensus about
the importance of this factor. The lowest correlations for male and female youths were 0.35 and 0.26,
respectively. What remains unclear is whether gender differences exist - one study found large gender
differences, another found minor differences, and the third found none.

The significance of sexual behaviour as a correlate of delinquency may be somewhat surprising, given
current rates of sexual activity among teenagers. However, these three studies were conducted between
1966 and 1971. Sexual behaviour in those days may have served as an indicator of an individual's
tolerance of rules or norms. An interesting question is whether the same degree of association would be
noted for high-school students in the 1990s.

Two less promising categories were race and sex-role orientation. The issue of race refers solely to Black
versus Caucasian samples, as no other racial comparisons were reported. The information from seven
studies suggests no link between race and delinquency (male average correlation = -0.02; female average
correlation =0.03).



Sex-role orientation (masculinity or femininity) was also found to be unrelated to delinquency (male
average correlation = 0.05; female average correlation = 0.07). There may be a minor association of
delinquency with sex-role orientation when lack of feminine traits (communal traits, such as sharing and
caring) are examined. A narrative literature review of research in this area found similar results and
concluded this line of research should be abandoned.15

The jury is still out for the six remaining risk categories. For these factors (victimization, illegitimate
opportunity, lack of legitimate opportunity, lack of hobbies or involvement, accommodation problems,
and self-concept issues), either too few studies were obtained or various study characteristics made
interpretation of the findings difficult. Victimization, for example, was only measured by one study,
which asked students between the ages of 12 and 16 whether they personally were a victim of five types
of crimes ranging from theft of unguarded possessions to attack and assault.16 The correlations, based on
overall victimization, not on victimization specific to violence, yielded no gender difference (male
correlation = 0.14; female correlation = 0.16). Given the growing clinical interest in sexual abuse and
victimization, particularly for females,17 future gender research should examine this issue empirically.

Another category, accommodation problems (e.g., crowding, high-crime neighbourhood), was assessed
by four studies, whose results varied across sample and design, thus making interpretation difficult. The
two cross-sectional studies indicated no association between accommodation problems and delinquency
in male youths, but a minor association between them for female youths. The longitudinal study reported
a significant association for men but not for women. Finally, the offender versus non-offender sample
found accommodation problems to be a significant risk factor for both genders, although more important
for women.

More questions are raised than answered when variation occurs to.this extent in the data. Clearly, for
these six categories, more research must be gathered before any conclusions can be drawn.

In summary, our conclusions about the 10 categories described in this section are limited by the small
number of correlations and the sometimes varying results. Future research could examine some of these
factors for their use as risk factors and for possible gender differences. Conclusions The results of this
literature review are clear. The risk factors that are important for male delinquency are also important for
female delinquency. Of the risk factors examined, the most important are antisocial peers or attitudes,
temperament or misconduct problems, educational difficulties, poor parent-child relations, and minor
personality variables. In contrast, lower social class, family structure or parental problems, and personal
distress are not strongly related to delinquency for either gender.

These results support recent social psychological models of criminal conduct that suggest a variety of
personal, interpersonal and structural factors are related to delinquent behaviour in males and females.

However, our results seriously challenge the value of early delinquency theories. Most importantly,
notions of female delinquency as exclusively symptomatic of personal distress or familial difficulties
have been shown to be inadequate. Early male theories, which focused on lower social class as a major
route to criminal behaviour, can also be questioned. Others previously challenged this social-location



perspective, and a contemporary understanding of male delinquency has moved beyond this limited
view.(18)

Several challenges remain for researchers and scientist-practitioners. First, these results do not eliminate
the possibility that other factors are associated with delinquency in one or both genders. Future research
could investigate, for example, the role of some of the less frequently measured factors explored in this
study. Weaker personality variables, sexual behaviour, and sexual abuse and victimization are a few
areas worthy of further consideration.

Second, these findings should lead to reformulated ideas and directions about theory and research on
female delinquency. Those interested in female delinquency should learn from male-delinquency
literature that has progressed beyond the early reliance on social class as the major explanation of male
deviance. It is time to set aside antiquated ideas and to consider a larger group of factors as causes of
delinquency. Our review examined gender differences and similarities in the correlates of delinquency,
so the next step is to examine causal factors for individual female and male youths in the context of their
experiences. That research would inform us of the need for gender-specific or gender-neutral theories of
delinquency.

In conclusion, for some, the results of this review may simply state the obvious. For years, a small
portion of the literature on delinquency has examined the same risk factors for male and female youths
and independently, yet repeatedly, found the same results across gender. This review of the literature has
pulled those results together in a quantitative fashion, and the similarity across gender can no longer be
ignored. The factors examined to date suggest a unique set of correlates may not be required for female
delinquency.

Future research will inform us about the role gender plays with respect to predictors and theories of
criminal conduct. Consistent with this approach is the need to incorporate gender into the research design
and to present the male and female data separately. Only then can a clearer understanding of the
similarities and differences across gender be obtained.
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