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ABSTRACT 

Police discretion has been frequently studied in 

relationship to arrest practices. The present study 

~econceptualized Shaw and McKay's (1942) social 

disorganization theory of the causes of delinquency as a 

theory proposing that police discretion is largely 

determined by conditions of disorganization. This theory is 

viewed as more advantageous than conflict theories of police 

activity because it allows for normative, exchange, and 

coercive solutions, rather than only the latter as is the 

case with conflict based theory. To test this theory, 

individual, structural, and ecological variables were 

incorporated in the analyses which examined the distribution 

of type of referral made by the police. Investigation was 

limited to physical and citation referrals. Additionally, 

Black's (1976) proposition that ecological and structural 

conditions were sufficient to determine police behavior was 

evaluated. The sample consisted of all referrals of 

juveniles made during 1984 in Pima County, Arizona. Three 

regression analyses were performed: 1) individual level 

characteristics, 2.) contextual characteristics only, and, 

3.) an analyses including both. The results of the first 

analysiS indicated some police bias toward minorities, but 

the bulk of explanation was attributed to legal variables. 

The second analysis provided a model that was statistically 
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sufficient to explain police behavior. However, the model 

indicated that Black's theory requires considerable 

revision. The last analyses indicated that the bulk of 

explanation of police behavior was attributable to legal and 

normative considerations. Few indicators of coercive 

solutions were located, suggesting that a theory 

incorporating social disorganization as a determinate of 

police behavior is superior to a conflict based theory. 



CHAPTER I 

POLICE DISCRETION AND JUVENILES 

Every year roughly two million children are arrested 

by the police (Flanagan and McGarrel1 1985, p. 414). 

However, in the specialized language of the juvenile justice 

system, they are not "arrested," they are "referred." 

Whatever the terminology, the fact remains: police arrest 

many juveniles. And they arrest them for many reasons. 

Six months of observation and five years of research within 

the juvenile justice system provided evidence of 

considerable variation in these reasons. Juveniles are 

referred for their own protection, for running away, for 

throwing oranges at junked cars, for drinking beer, for 

assault, rape, and murder. Some are referred because their 

parents neglect them and some are referred because they 

attack their parents. The reasons for referral seem almost 

as plentiful as the juveniles themselves. 

Nor are the juveniles a monolithic lot. They are as 

varied as their acts. Similarly, they come into contact 

with the police in a diversity of settings. They are 

referred from their homes, schools, neighborhoods, and 

shopping malls. It is this diversity of individuals, 

offenses, and contexts that police evaluate when they decide 

what to do when a juvenile comes to their attention for an 

12 
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act that could warrant referral. 

Police Discretion and Referrals 

In Tucson, Arizona, the jurisdiction under 

investigation, arrest is not the only option available. 

Police have three options when a juvenile comes to their 

attention for a delinquent act. First, they may do nothing, 

or counsel and release, or simply take the juvenile home. 

(See Gottfredson and Gottfredson, 1988, and Piliavan and 

Briar, 1964, for a more complete discussion of these 

alternatives.) This is what is commonly termed a police 

contact. While a record of the contact may be maintained in 

police records, the juvenile is not arrested nor is contact 

with the juvenile court initiated. The juvenile is not 

referred to court. Police involvement ceases, and the 

juvenile justice system has no knowledge of the event. 

The second alternative, a paper referral, is an 

arrest; a referral to juvenile court occurs. However, the 

juvenile is not taken to the detention center. The juvenile 

is taken home, where a parent or other responsible adult 

signs a citation agreeing to appear at the Juvenile Court 

Center at some later date for an interview and determination 

of subsequent court involvement. The parent is advised to 

telephone the Juvenile Court Center in ten working days to 

schedule the interview. In essence, a citation is issued. 

At the time the sample was collected, the normal time 



between paper referral and the first interview at the court 

wa5 six weeks. During the time between the paper referral 

and the interview, court supervision of the juvenile and 

involvement with the family is minimal or non-existent. 

Court personnel will have no futher contact with either the 

juvenile or the family until the time of the scheduled 

interview unless some other referral occurs. 

14 

The third alternative is physical referral. The 

juvenile is arrested and transported, in handcuffs, to t~e 

Juvenile Court Center for intake processing. This 

processing includes fingerprinting, "mug-shots," removal of 

shoes, belts, and all personal possessions, a complete body 

search, and some period of time in a cell. The juvenile is 

taken into custody, or in other words, arrested and put in 

jail. If the juvenile is held in detention awaiting a 

hearing, the parents are not summoned to intake, but are 

advised of the probable hearing time. Immediate court 

involvement with the family is minimal and court involvement 

with the juvenile is maximized. If the juvenile is not to 

be held in detention, several interviews are conducted by an 

intake officer with the juvenile and parents, who must 

appear to sign release forms and an agreement to appear at 

any subsequent court events related to the referral. Court 

assessment of the family is immediate. The juvenile is not 

surrendered to the family until after the assessment by the 

intake officer. 
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While physical referral, on its face, is assumed to 

be the more harsh alternative, the primary distinction 

between citation or paper referral and physical referral 

centers on the role of the family. When physically referred 

the juvenile is not surrendered to the custody of the 

family. It must be assumed that because of some 

characteristic of the incident the police assess the family 

as either unable, unsuitable or incapable of maintaining 

appropriate control of the juvenile. Alternately, with a 

citation referral, it is assumed that police assess the 

family as being capable of controlling the child. 

One point remains. Police decide which type of 

action to take. It is their decision whether to refer the 

juvenile and, if so, what type of referral. Police make a 

choice. It is this last decision that is the topic of 

investigation. What are the factors that significantly 

influence police decisionmaking concerning the type of 

referral. The distinctions between the types of referrals 

seem clear. While in both cases the juvenile is "arrested," 

in the sense of being introduced to the juvenile justice 

system, one form of referral, physical, seems to be more 

punitive, and involves immediate state custody rather than 

custody by the family. 
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Decisionmaking 

An underlying assumption of this investigation is that 

police not only make a decision, but that they make a 

rational decision when they decide upon the type of 

referral. Following Gottfredson and Gottfredson's (1988, 

p. 4) use of Wilkins's (1969) definition of a rational 

decision as "that decision among those possible for the 

decisionmaker which, in the light of the information 

available, maximizes the probability of achievement of the 

purpose of the decisionmaker in the specific and particular 

case," three elements of the rational decision emerge: 

alternatives, information, and goals. 

Major Goals 

As previously noted, in any encounter, the police 

have alternatives ranging from doing nothing to placing the 

juvenile in custody. The present study focuses on two of 

these alternatives: physical and paper referrals. The 

first of these two alternatives is usually called arrest, 

and in most studies of police arrest discretion, is compared 

to a category including all other alternatives. This 

dichotomy may be somewhat misleading because both physical 

referral and paper referral actually result in an "arrest" 

that generates a juvenile record. Including citation 

referral with other alternatives such as counsel and 

release, implies that the juvenile was "let-off scot-free." 
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This simply is not the case. All juveniles referred to 

court will become involved in later juvenile court 

processing. This specification, paper vs physical referral, 

reflects Gottfredson and Gottfredson's (1988, p. 5) call for 

clearly specified alternatives in practice and research. 

Police do select between alternatives, and research should 

attempt to explicate the distinctions between them. 

This study also assumes some information is available 

to police for decisionmaking. They are aware, to some 

extent, of the behavior involved, the legal code involved, 

some characteristics of the offender and the complainant or 

victim, and the context of the arrest, i.e., where they are. 

Seemingly the police confront a plethora of data to use in 

decisionmaking. Once again, as noted by Gottfredson and 

Gottfredson (1988, p. 3), the pLoblem seems to be one of 

excess, more a problem of isolation of the relevant from the 

irrelevant data than specification of all the potential 

sources of input. 

Lastly, the present study assumes that police have 

goals, or something they wish to accomplish when deciding 

the type of referral. Generally four major goals are 

assumed to be potentially present in police practice 

(Gottfredson and Gottfredson, 1988, pp. 52-54). These are: 

deterrence, incapacitation, treatment, and desert. Each of 

these deserves some discussion in relation to the present 

effort. 



18 

The goal of deterrence, as used in this study, refers 

to what is normally called general deterrence, and is 

defined as an attempt to reduce law-breaking in the general 

population through the use of sanctions applied to 

law-breakers (Gottfredson and Gottfredson, 1988, p, 52). 

Police may arrest many juveniles for this reason. They are 

more likely to physically refer them for this reason. Paper 

referral simply does not seem to have "what it takes" to 

deter in and of itself. It would appear that, while later 

sanctions may be effective, taking juveniles home to their 

parents hardly seems harsh punishment in most cases. 

Indeed, except for a few "celebrated cases" (Walker, 1989, 

pp. 25-26), most juvenile referrals attract little 

attention. Police, when discussing this topic with the 

author, frequently complained of the low-visibility of their 

decisions. Indeed, what seems to be the problem with the 

referral of juveniles is not their desire to obtain 

deterrence, but their ability to achieve it. In summary, 

however, it would appear that an attempt by the police to 

maximixze deterrence would necessitate the frequent use of 

physical referral. 

Incapacitation is an attempt to confine offenders to 

prevent their potential future offenses (Gottfredson and 

Gottfredson, 1988, p. 53). This goal, while assuredly 

viable in the referral situation, is more applicable to 

physical referral than paper referral. It may be assumed 
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that when paper referred children are returned to their 

homes their parents will, hopefully, act to keep them from 

future offenses. However, it may be assumed that when 

physically referred children are transported to detention 

the court can, through the exercise of custody, guarantee an 

incapacitiation effect. 

However, in the present jurisdiction, this may be 

problematic. The police may assume that the child will 

remain in custody for, at most, a few hours. They cannot be 

sure that the juvenile, in many cases, will remain in 

detention. Juvenile court personnel make detention 

decisions, not the police. (See Stapleton et al. 1982, for 

a discussion of these dynamics.) This discussion must be 

tempered by the knowledge that in some cases the police are 

assured that the juvenile will be held in detention. 

Following juvenile court guide lines, detention is most 

likely in cases involving serious felonies, third-time 

referrals, and those cases showing clear danger to self or 

community. Additionally, the police may simply request that 

the juvenile court hold the juvenile. There is some 

probability that this will be successful. 

Treatment, frequently called rehabilitation, may also 

be a goal in police decisionmaking (Gottfredson and 

Gottfredson, 1988, ~. 54). When police refer for reasons of 

treatment, it may b6 assumed that they hope to provide the 

juvenile with the opportunity to receive some service, 
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treatment, or aid, that will facilitate their reintegration 

into law-abiding behavior. Given that court assessment is 

immediate in the cases of physical referral, this may be a 

goal in police referrals. Indeed, in cases where the 

juvenile is physically referred for a minor offense because 

the officer perceives a potential abuse case, the goal is 

obvious. Sim1lar dynamics would be present where police 

physically refer juveniles suspected of having mental health 

problems or suffering from neglect. Howeyer, the 

distinction between physical referral and paper referral 

appears to be one of timing. In both cases the juvenile 

will be in contact with court personnel. Thus, if police do 

use treatment as a goal, the effect may be most noticeable 

for the case requiring immediate attention that results in a 

physical referral. 

An additional goal also enters into the discussion of 

treatment. Following Gottfredson and Gottfredson (1988, p. 

54), specific deterrence is also included in the category of 

treatment. Specific deterrence refers to the attempt to 

dissuade law-breakers from law-breaking through the use of 

swift, certain, severe punishment. Given that physical 

referral (arrest) may be considered a sanction in and of 

itself, potential specific deterrence seems a viable goal 

when deciding referral type (Gottfredson and Gottfredson, 

1988, p. 53). The juvenile so referred is immediately 

deprived of liberty, endures physical restraint, and is 
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subjected to impersonal processing. Police may use physical 

referral as a limited sanction, expecting little or nothing 

else from the juvenile court as punishment. It has been 

noted that police do, at times, arrest without anticipating 

any further criminal processing of the arrested (Gottfredson 

and Gottfredson, 1988, p. 53). 

Desert, punishment or reward, rests upon notions of 

blameworthiness. Following this goal, police would decide 

the type of referral simply because they felt that the 

selected form was warranted. Juveniles would be referred, 

one way or the other, because it was what they deserved. In 

the case of paper referral, the act may be non-serious and 

not warrant court custody. Alternately, if the offense is 

viewed as serious, the police may think that physical 

referral is deserved. When discussing reasons for referral 

with the author, police frequently used statements that 

reflected desert goals. statements, such as "They had it 

corning," "He had a trip-in corning," or "She just went too 

far on this one," were common. 

Several comments remain. In relation to all four 

goals, police do not control the ultimate outcomes of their 

decisions (Gottfredson and Gottfredson, 1988, p. 44; Bayley 

and Bittner, 1989, p. 100). This rests in the hands of 

others within the juvenile justice system - juvenile court 

personnel, prosecuting attorneys, and judges. It may be 

assumed that the police are frequently frustrated in their 
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attempts at rationality. They cannot, with absolute 

certainty, predict the outcomes of their referral decisions. 

Their only assured results are that, if physically refered, 

the juvenile will spend at least a few hours in c~3tody. If 

paper referred, the only certain outcome is that the 

parents, who mayor may not show-up, have agreed to appear 

in court at some later date. 

As noted by others (Gottfredson and Gottfredson, 

1988, p. 54; Walker, 1983, p. 132), these four goals may 

conflict or be simultaneously present during any given 

police decision. Indeed, it may be impossible to clearly 

separate the impact of each upon police decisionmaking. 

This situation presents a difficulty, or at least a caution 

to be suggested. If it is not known what is to be acheived 

from a decision, it is impossible to assess the rationality 

of that decision (Gottfredson and Gottfredson, 1988, p. vi). 

With this caution in mind, discussion proceeds to add 

further complexity. 

other Goals 

As previously indicated, these four major goals do 

not present an exhaustive list of potential police goals. 

Simple peacekeeping (Bittner, 1967; Wilson, 1964) may be 

influential in decisions concerning referral. Police may 

take juveniles to detention for no other reason than keeping 

things peaceful. As an example, the author witnessed the 
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phys ical r.eferral of two nine year olds who had been 

throwing matches at passing cars. The police~ by their own 

statements, did not view the situation as serious, but 

referred the juveniles on charges of inciting a riot. The 

complainant was upset, insisting on police action - but the 

children did not know their addresses - they were 

essentially lost. So, in order to calm the situation the 

police took the juveniles to the detention center, where 

court personnel would locate their parents. Presumably, the 

complainant was pacified, the children were off the streets, 

and things simply settled down. 

Additionally, there are a multitude of organizational 

goals to be considered: policing directives, S.O.P.'s, as 

well as any current "campaigns" being conducted (Gottfredson 

and Gottfredson, 1988, p. 52; Walker, 1983; LaFave, 1965; 

Wilson, 1964). As discussed in Senna and Siegel (1964, 

p.417), when investigated for their impact on discretion, 

these items are influential. And there are the attitudes, 

values, and beliefs of the individual police officer that 

may influence outcomes (Gottfredson and Gottfredson, 1988; 

Bittner, 1967). Police may decide not to physically refer a 

juvenile simply because they do not want to drive to the 

detention center or because the juvenile seems to be a kid 

they like. 

Police may also decide upon a type of referral that 

does not match their goals. For example, police may decide 



that a paper referral is in order. However, there is no 

adult at the home, 50 they now must remake the decision and 

either drop the matter or transport the juvenile to the 

detention center, neither choice meeting their original 

goals. 
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Given the multiplicity of police goals, searching for 

evidence of rationality may be difficult. Police themselves 

often have difficulty stating the guiding principles or 

goals they use to ar~ive at particular decisions. Most 

commentary suggests that they rely largely on 

generalizations and gross categories of similar events to 

arrive at decisions. 

this literature.) 

(See Brooks, 1989, for a review of 

Within the purposes of this study a general 

distinction between goals seems possible. Gottfredson and 

Gottfredson (1988, p. vi) point out that when considering 

major police goals, a basic division may be made. 

Treatment, incapacitation, and deterrence may be grouped as 

utilitarian goals, i.e., those seeking some social benefit, 

and contrasted to desert, which seeks no social good, but 

rather emphasizes punishment. This dichotomy easily merges 

with a simple discussion of type of referral. One may focus 

upon the punitive nature of physical referral, its reliance 

upon the state, and compare it to paper referral which is 

more benign, and relies upon the family as the institution 

of control. 
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Correlates of Police Arrest Decisions 

Police discretion, or decisionmaking in arrest 

situations, has been studied frequently and in great detail 

(see Siegel and Senna, 1988, pp. 417-420, or Brooks, 1989, 

pp. 121-145 for brief overviews; also Gottfredson and 

Gottfredson, chapter 3, or Walker, 1983, for more detailed 

reviews.) The present discussion, although ceztainly not 

comprehensive, focuses upon those correlates of police 

arrest decisions that seem most pertinent to the present 

topic. This overview will incorporate findings that relate 

to the influence of police organization, victims, criminal 

acts, characteristics of the offender, and environmental, or 

contextual, factors on police discretion. 

It should be noted that the arrest situation is visible 

because an arrest report is made - in this case a referral 

record. Someone knows of the arrest. However, its 

alternative, all those cases in which no arrest is made, is 

a low-visibility event within the criminal justice system 

(Goldstein, 1969). In many cases, other than individual 

police officers and offenders, few, if any know of the event 

(Gottfredson and Gottfredson, 1988, p. 49; Goldman, 1969). 

Because of this condition many studies of the distinction 

between arrest and non-arrest decisions have relied upon 

observational methods with all their attendant problems. 

The present study, which focuses upon two arrest 

alternatives, both generating a visible record, offers some 



advantage. Issues of generalization are diminished, and 

concerns for observer influence are eliminated. 

Because most studies in the past have focused upon 

the dichotomy between arrest and no arrest as the event to 

be explained, the following discussion of previous research 

is presented with knowledge that the event explained was 

different from that of the present study. However, that is 

not to deny the considerable guidance, direction, and 

information that these studies offer. Indeed, given the 

consistency with which these studies have offered direction 

for the study of other events in the juvenile justice 

system, they seem invaluable. 

Police Organization and Discretion 

Wilson (1965, 1985) presented three distinctive 

styles of police organization and the relationship between 

the organizational types and arrest rates. The watchman 

type organization, generally located in rural areas, leads 

to few arrests. Peacekeeping is the central concern (also 

see Bittner, 1967, for an alternate discussion of 

peacekeeping in central cities). Serious crime is dealt 

with severely, but minor infractions of the law are largely 

ignored or handled informally. Unless the reputation or 

behavior of the offender or victim warrants some special 

notice, informal handling is the norm. In relation to 

juveniles, the dominate policy seems to be one that 
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tolerates "sowing of wild oats." Additionally, the 

definition of "real crime" prevails. Unless the officer 

locates some circumstances in legal crime as "real" crime, 

informal procedures will be invoked and arrest avoided. 

Real crime is usually distinguished from other events 

accordinq to notions of seriousness, antagonistic demeanor 

of the offender, or the status of the offender. 

A legalistic department will emphasize law 

enforcement rather than order maintenance. In this type ~f 

organization arrests are frequent. The police issue many 

traffic tickets, arrest a high proportion of juvenile 

offenders, and even misdemeanor offenders are frequently 

arrested. As Wilson points out, these high arrest rates 

need not be the result of individual police motives. The 

department requires the arrests. simply, in a legalistic 

department, high arrest rates are part of the job. This 

type of organization is generally located in larger cities. 
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In the service style department, police respond to 

events that may warrant arrest. Police intervene 

frequently, but formal arrest is relatively rare. Most 

situations are defined as matters of order maintenance 

rather than crime. Because these departments are usually 

located in middle-class suburbs, they experience a 

relatively low crime rate as well as a relatively low ~rrest 

rate. 



Wilson (1965) also presented two additional aspects 

of police organization that affect police discretion: 

professionalism and bureaucratization. Professionalism 

within the police department differs from the meaning of 

professionalism in most other fields (Walker, 1966, pp. 

235-239; Walker, 1983, pp. 82-83). Within the police, 

professionalism means an organizational style that stresses 

rational organization. Explicit chain of command and 

centralized command are emphasized. A major goal of the 

professional department is the development of a legalistic 

style of policing, usually accomplished th=ough written 

operating procedures and policy guidelines. The 

professional department seeks and selects police candidates 

through competitive procedures and emphasizes training. 

Accurate and efficient individual judgment is valued and 

encouraged. Discretion seemingly is maximized within 

organizational constraints. Professionalism is generally 

equated with high arrest rates because the department 

stresses productivity, with arrests being an appropriate 

measure of efficiency and effectiveness. 
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Bureaucratic organization emphasizes a complex chain 

of command through increasingly complex organization and 

specialization. This type of organization discounts 

individual judgement, or discretion, stressing "by-the-book" 

procedures. This organization attempts to eliminate 

individual discretion. Walker (1983, p. 82) calls attention 
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to the fact that these two organizational dynamics may be 

simultaneously present and conflicting. Professionalism 

pllnhp.s t.owMr~ discretio~ ~nd bureaucratization pushes toward 

constraint. (See Smith, 1984, and Smith and Klein, 1984, 

for a more complete discussion of the conflicting dynamics 

of these organizational types.) It must be noted that 

within professionalized departments, as bureaucratic 

organization increases, the likelihood of arrest in a given 

situation increases (Smith and Klein, 1984). 

One last dimension of police organizations requires 

brief discussion. Previous research (Friedrich, 1977) found 

that when comparing arrest rates of one-officer patrol units 

and two-officer patrol units! the two-officer units had 

lower arrest rates. Apparently, two heads are better than 

one for arriving at non-arrest decisions. 

In summary, police organization along dimensions of 

style, hierarchy, professionalism, and patrol size impacts 

discretion. These differences, with all else constant, 

produce dramatic differences in the arrest and physical 

referral rates of juveniles. In a study of arrest rates in 

four cities, Goldman (1963) found that arrest rates of 

juveniles ranged from a low of 12.4/1000 to a high of 

49.7/1000. Additionally, the rate of referral to court 

varied considerably, with only 8.6% of juveniles being so 

referred in one city, while 71.2% were referred in another. 

Given such differences in rates of events, organizational 



style seems to be worthy of inclusion in studies of police 

discretion. 

Victims and Discretion 

Victims, or more accurately citizens, crucially 

influence police discretion. First, and most importantly, 

it is through citizen initiative that most offenses come to 

police attention. For this and many other reasons 

discussion of the rola of the citizen in determining police 

discretion is necessary. 

Gottfredson and Gottfredson (1988, p. 15) offer a 

scheme of events that govern the entry of any individual 

event into the criminal justice system. 

1. The behavior must be noticed and someone must 

decide to define it as crime. 

2. A second decision must be made that the event, 

a crime, does indeed fall into the realm of the 

criminal justice system. 

3. Another decision must be made to enter the 

event into the criminal justice system. 

The present study would add: 

4. A last decision must be made as to how this 

entry is to take place, via police custody or 

citation arrest. 
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Most of the crimes known to the police are the result 

of citizen reports. For example, Reiss (1971) found that 
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ninety-five percent of incidents known to the police were 

the result of citizen actions; Hindelang and Gottfredson 

(1976) found ninety-seven percent. Given such information, 

it is easy to conclude that police arrests are largely 

reactive (Wilson, 1965, among many). Reactive policing is 

simply policing that reacts to information supplied by 

citizens rather than produced by their own discovery, which 

is called proactive. Thus, the first step into the criminal 

justice system is largely controlled by those who discover 

most crime - citizens. 

As a rule of thumb, victim decisions to report crimes 

to the police follow notions of seriousness. The more 

serious the crime in terms of injury, financial loss, use of 

weapons, and stranger crime, the more likely it will be 

brought to police attention (Gottfredson and Gottfredson, 

1988, pp. 24-27). It should be noted that, overall, victims 

seem reluctant to report their victimizations to the police. 

According to national victimization (Jamieson and Flanagan, 

1987; U.S. Department of Justice, 1987, p.55) only about 

one-third of index offense victimizations (rape, robbery, 

assault, theft, burglary, and motor vehicle theft) are 

reported to the police. A possible conclusion, given this 

information, is that citizens prevent police from making a 

considerable number of arrests. However, an examination of 

reasons given by victims for not reporting their 

victimizations to the police shows that over one-third of 
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the reasons given relate to the victim's perception of the 

importance of the crime to themselves or the police (U.S. 

Department of Justice, 1987, p. 157.) Thus non-reporting is 

also influenced by notions of seriousness. 

Other investigators (e.g., Schneider et ale 1976) 

found that whites, younger people, and males were less 

likely to ~eport crimes than minorities, older people, and 

females. These differences are usually relatively small. 

The general conclusion remains that reporting crimes to the 

police, a necessary precursor to arrest, is largely 

determined by the seriousness of the event. 

Victims play another role in determining police 

decisions. Once crimes come to the attention of the police, 

they may influence police by pressing for an arrest, 

remaining indifferent, or lobbying for no arrest. Black 

(1985) in a revised discussion of a previous report (1971) 

presented the following findings from an observational study 

relating to the role of victims and police arrest decisions. 

In felony situations, where the victim and offender were 

present, with the victim preferring an arrest, arrest was 

the outcome in three-fourths of the cases. In similar 

misdemeanor cases results were similar: arrests in slightly 

less than seventy percent of the cases. When the victim was 

indifferent arrest rates were lower: sixty percent of 

felonies and forty-two percent of misdemeanors. When the 

victim pressed for no arrest, arrests were made in only nine 
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percent of felony situations and fourteen percent of 

misdemeanors. Clearly the victim has an influence upon 

police arrest decisions. Other studies (Sykes et al. 1976) 

have found similar effects. Still others (Ericson, 1982) 

found similar, but lesser, impact. Ericson found the police 

follow the complainant's wishes completely about one-third 

of the time, partially about one third of the time, and 

enact contrary decisions in the balance of the cases. 

In reference to the above, several clarifying remarks 

are necessary. Police are very likely to follow complainant 

preference for no arrest simply because further processing 

of the case would be futile. Without the victim's 

cooperation prosecution usually becomes very difficult. 

Additionally, Nettler (1978) found that victim preference 

had a greater influence in those situations involving 

misdemeanors than felonies. 

Offense Characteristics and Discretion 

If there is a fact to be found in the study of police 

discretion in arrest situations, it is that the police are 

heavily influenced by the legal seriousness of the crime 

committed (Gottfredson and Hindelang, 1979a, 1979b). Almost 

without exception researchers have concludea that legally 

serious acts, i.e., felonies, will more likely result in an 

arrest than misdemeanors (Bayley and Bittner, 1989; Smith, 

1984; Lundman et al. 1978; Schneider et al. 1976; Sykes et 
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al. 1976; Piliavan and Briar, 1964; Sellin and Wolfgang, 

1964, to cite only a few). Given such consistent findings, 

such a measure should be incorporated into research focusing 

on police arrest decisions. 

However, this is not the only aspect of seriousness. 

As noted in the previous discussion of victim reporting, 

police react similarly to a perceived level of seriousness. 

As seriousness increases, in terms of harm, costs, 

relational distance, and weapons, police are more likely to 

arrest (For a brief overview of the considerable body of 

research findings, see Brooks, 1989. Also see Sellin and 

Wolfgang, 1964, and Erickson et at. 1977, for discussions of 

measurement of perceived seriousness.) Following the 

guidance provided by these findings seems essential: 

seriousness as measured by a dichotomy of legal seriousness 

(felony or misdemeanor) and some level of perceived 

seriousness are essential ingredients in the study of police 

arrest decisions. 

Offender Characteristics and Discretion 

Five characteristics of juveniles are apparent to the 

police in their encounters: the age, race, sex, prior 

record, and demeanor of the juvenile. The role of all of 

these variables as determinants of police discretion has 

been the object of considerable research. While the 

research has been considerable, the findings and conclusions 
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about some of these variables and their impact upon policing 

have been less than uniform. Findings relating to age and 

prior record are generally consistent, with little dispute 

as to their applicability and effect. The findings about 

the effects of race and sex, however, are varied and lead to 

various conclusions about their impact on police discretion. 

Age and discretion 

The impact of age upon police 'iiscretion is well 

documented. As the age of the juvenile increases, police 

are more likely to react harshly (Bell and Lang 1985; Morash 

1984; Gottfredson et al. 1983; Landau and Nathan 1983; 

Fisher and Mawby 1982; Empey 1982; Smith and Vishner 1981; 

Landau 1981; Jensen, 1977; Terry 1967). Indeed, this 

relationship between age and police referral decisions is 

one of the least controversial in the study of police and 

delinquency (Hirschi and Gottfredson, 1983). One study 

(Hill and Lang, 1985) of juvenile arrests for burglary, 

i.e., holding seriousness constant, found that only the age 

of the juvenile was a significant predictor of referral. 

The direct influence of age seems to be considerable. 

Two other dynamics pertaining to age seem noteworthy 

at this time. Friedrich (1977) found that age, as expressed 

though a tolerance of rebelliousness i.e., sowing wild oats, 

varied according to rural and urban settings. Rural police, 

presumably watchman style, were more tolerant of juvenile 



misbehavior than their urban, presumably legalistic, 

counterparts. Other studies (Smith and Vishner, 1981; 

Vishner, 1983) found that age interacted with gender and 

that younger females were more likely to be arrested than 

older females. Thus, one may expect that age will interact 

with sex and departmental organization types. 

Race and discretion 
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The influence of individual racial identity upon 

police decisions is a matter of contention. Bell and Lang 

(1985), Landau and Nathan (1983), Dannefer and Schutt 

(1982), Arnold (1971), Landau (1981) and Terry (1967) 

located an increased probability of harsher treatment for 

minorities. Alternately, Fowell (1981), Farrell and Swigert 

(1978), Lundman et al. (1978), Arnold (1974) Thornberry 

(1973), Ferdinand and Luchterhand (1970), and Black and 

Reiss (1970) failed to locate evidence of racial bias. 

However, a re-analysis of some of these last studies (Liska 

and Tausig, 1979) did locate a small differential between 

the treatment of Whites and minorities by the police. 

The complexity of findings concerning race is 

increased when considering different minority groups in 

comparison to Whites. Hill et al. (1985) found a distinct 

advantage for Whites as opposed to all others. Dannefer and 

Schutt (1982) located a distinct disadvantage for Hispanics 

in comparison to Blacks and Whites. Bell and Lang (1985) 



37 

found that Hispanics were the least likely to be referred to 

court. Arnold (1971) found that Blacks were treated more 

harshly than Whites, and while HIspanics were less likely to 

be arrested than Blacks, they were more likely than Whites. 

Other research conducted in the southwestern United states 

indicated that Whites are least likely to be harshly 

treated, followed by Hispanics, Blacks and Native Americans, 

in that order (Hanke and Patnoe, 1986). 

Consideration of specific offenses makes the 

race-police discretion problem even more complex. Lundman 

(1974), in a study of drunkenness arrests, found that Native 

Americans are more likely to be arrested than all others. 

Powell (1981) found that Blacks were more leniently treated 

in situations involving the family, and Landau (1981) found 

that Blacks were more likely to be arrested for burglary and 

peace violations than Whites. 

These findings have led to a considerable variety of 

conclusions and interpretations. Upon reviewing the 

evidence, Wilbanks (1987) concludes that there is no 

systematic evidence to support notions of a racially 

prejudiced justice system. Walker (1989) concludes that the 

justice system is subject to the same cultural pressures as 

the rest of society and, of course, that there is some 

evidence of racial discrimination. Robin (1987) concludes 

that police discriminate on the basis of class and status: 

race is a surrogate measure of these conditions. Given the 
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varied evidence and conclusions, there is less need to 

continue investigation of the contribution of racial 

identity on police discretion than for a hypothesis that 

organizes these varied results. This is not to say that 

race is irrelevant to the study of police discretion. Given 

the varied results, the present study will include race and 

will attempt to provide an explanation of such an effect, if 

one is located, that simplifies rather than complicates 

matters. 

Sex and discretion 

Much like the study of the effect of race on police 

discretion, previous research on the impact of sex has not 

produced a homogeneous set of findings. Some studies locate 

a gender bias where females are more likely to be arrested 

merely because of their sex (Alder 1984; Datesman and 

Scarpetti 1977). Others have failed to locate such an 

effect (Landau and Nathan 1983; Kruttschnitt 1981; Landau 

1981; Teilman and Landry 1981; Steffensmeier 1980; 

Chesney-Lind 1977) .. Another body of research found that 

females were less likely to be arrested than males (Hill et. 

ale 1985; Morash 1984; Fisher and Mawby 1982; Simon 1975). 

Others found that females were more likely to be arrested 

than males but only for specific, less serious offenses -

primarily status offenses (Anderson 1983; Deckard 1983; 

Krohn et.al. 1983; Cohen and Kluegel 1979; Terry 1967). 
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Smith and Vishner (1981) found that females were equally 

treated for legal offenses, but more harshly for status 

offenses especially if they were younger and black. Gender, 

and its impact upon police discretion, does not appear to be 

a settled issue. Once again, given the varied results, 

inclusion of sex as a potential source of influence on 

police discretion seems warranted. 

Prior record and discretion 

Most research findings are consistent about the role 

of previous referral records: the impact of previous 

referral is positive, i.e., leading to increasing 

probabilities of arrest (Sampson 1986; Morash 1984; Empey 

1982; Mawby 1981; Smith and Vishner 1981; Farrell and 

Swigert 1978; Lundman et ale 1978, Black and Reiss 1970). 

As juveniles accumulate a "record," the probability of 

arrest increases for subsequent encounters with the police. 

If referral, or arrest, influences later decisions, it is, 

in effect, structuring later outcomes. This is not 

problematic as long as the probability of arrest is not 

prejudiced by non-legal considerations. Because prior 

referral influences arrest, it is assumed to influence the 

type of referral employed by police. 
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Demeanor and discretion 

Most observational studies (Smith, 1984, Lundman et 

al. 1978; Black, 1970; Goldman; 1963) that included an 

assessment of offender behavior with the police find that 

the police are likely to arrest those who are disrespectful 

or hostile. However, as Smith and Vishner (1981), Nettler 

(1978), and Piliavan and Briar (1964) point out, the effect 

of be~ng disrespectful is greatest for minor offenses. Van 

Maanen (1978) explains that police are relatively intolerant 

of behavior that does not acknowledge or directly challenges 

thei~ status. While the role of demeanor is established, 

especially for minor offenses, the exact interpretation is 

questioned. Focusing primarily on misdeneanor offenses, 

Black (1970) found that when controlling for demeanor, there 

was no evidence of an effect of race. Others have not 

agreed. Smith and Vishner (1981) and Freidrich (1977) 

located independent effects for both race and demeanor. In 

a reanalysis of Black's data, Lundman et al. (1978) found 

there was an impact of both demeanor and race. The effect 

of race, however, was attributable to the fact that minority 

complainants were more likely to press for an arrest. It 

should also be noted that the effect of demeanor is less for 

those with prior records. They face high levels of arrest 

based more on their record than their behavior (Piliavan and 

Briar, 1964). And, to return to the original point, 

Sullivan and Siegel, (1972), in a study of twenty-four 



police officers, found that when selecting items of 

information upon which to base their decisions, the second 

most frequently requested information was the attitude of 

the offender. 

In summary, the effect of demeanor seems rather 

straightforward: those who are disrespectful face elevated 

probabilities of arrest. However, while certainly 

warranting consideration, such information is seldom 

available in computerized data sets. Such is the present 

case. The reader is thus advised that this source of 

potential explanation is missing in the present study. 

Contextual Settings and Discretion 
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Numerous studies illustrate the impact of context on 

police decisions. Shaw and McKay's (1969, 1942) study of 

Chicago showed that arrest rates and delinquency rates are 

highest in the center of the city and decline systematically 

from it. While their interpretations are sometimes 

questioned, the results themselves remain unchallanged 

(Kornhauser 1978; Empey, 1982). The factors that Shaw and 

McKay emphasized as contributing to this distribution were 

poverty, heterogeneity, and mobility within the central 

city. A general, largely noncontroversial conclusion can be 

drawn from their work. Official rates of delinquency, which 

are not independent of police activity, are influenced by 

the composition of the community. 
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Economic composition and discretion 

Two studies examining both offical arrest rate of 

delinquents and self-reported delinquency illustrate the 

potential of area economic status as a determinant of police 

discretion. Reiss and Rhodes (1961) and Blau and Blau 

(1982) have shown that the social organization of 

communities structures both rates of delinquency and 

delinquent actlvity by juveniles who reside within specific 

areas of the city. Those areas that are characterized as 

being economically disadvantaged or low in economic status, 

have high rates of official delinquency and self-reported 

delinquent activity. The crime rates, the result of police 

arrests, and self-reported delinquency are similar for 

residents of areas, regardless of the characteristics of the 

individuals within them. Thus, one must consider the 

possibility that a portion of the higher arrest rates of 

certain areas is partially the result of differential police 

activity based upon characteristics of areas, rather than 

characteristics of individuals and their acts. 

others have located an influence of area income or 

socio-economic status (Sampson 1986; Liska and Chamlin 1984; 

Landau 1981; Flango and Sherbenon 1976; Danziger 1976). 

Areas with low levels of aggregate income and status are 

subjected to a style of police activity that is somewhat 

more harsh than that practiced in more affluent areas. 
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These studies point out that the police do not so much react 

to poor individuals as to the areas in which they live. 

Racial composition and discretion 

Previous research points to the complexity of the 

influence of racial context on police discretion. Many 

studies have found that police are more likely to react 

harshly in areas that have concentrations of minority 

populations (Liska and Chamlin 1984; Carroll and Jackson 

1983; Roncek 1981; Danziger 1976; Flango and Sherbenon 1976; 

Arnold 1971). While the findings pertaining to police 

reactions and individual race may be contradictory, most 

studies employing aggregate levels of racial composition of 

areas or communities locate a bias that indicates police are 

more likely to practice strategies that result in arrest in 

minority areas than in White areas. Some studies do 

indicate, however, the possibility that both aggregate 

racial composition and individual race may influence police 

decisionmaking. While locating a higher rate of arrests for 

minority areas, Powell (1981) found that this effect was 

modified by individual race. Although Black areas had the 

highest rates of arrest, police were more punitive to whites 

in those areas. Conversely, in predominately White areas, 

blacks were more severely treated. 



Mobility and discretion 

Of the conditions that Shaw and Mckay envisioned as 

structuring delinquency, mobility has received the least 

attention. However, the findings generally offer support 

for those who incorporate such a measure. Sampson (1985) 

and Crutchfield, et al. (1982) found that police tend to 

employ harsher reactions in areas with high rates of 

population change, or mobility. 
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A second body of research relates to the above 

discussions. Not only do offenders live in these areas; 

victims reside there, too. Nardulli and Stonecash (1981) 

and Miller and Roby (1970) found that the residents of 

minority and poor areas demand more police intervention, are 

more likely to call the police, and are more likely to press 

for an arrest. Thus, research supports the idea that the 

same conditions of social disorganization that Shaw and 

McKay presented as causal in the production of delinquency 

also appear to be related to police discretion with 

juveniles. 

A third aspect of areas and residents also seems to 

impact police discretion Lundman (1974) observed that 

police were likely to arrest offenders in a downtown area 

adjacent to the police station rather than transport them to 

·their more distant homes. This suggests that police are 

constrained by the barriers of driving time and/or the 

driving distance to a detention center. Elementary economic 



theory of costs makes this seem plausible. In a study of 

misdemeanor dispositions, Austin (1985) found an advantage 

accrued for residents of the local community. The two 

studies suggest that residents of an area should be treated 

more leniently by the police and that police will be 

disinclined to enact physical referrals that would involve 

considerable driving time and distance. 

An Organizing Theoretical Perspec,tive 
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The general hypothesis guiding this research is that, 

in situations involving juveniles, police discretion will be 

largely guided by legal considerations. As such, the legal 

classification of acts, e.g., whether the act is a felony or 

a misdemeanor, and histories of prior delinquent referrals 

will largely determine police decisions. Non-legal 

characteristics that are legally relevant, such as age and 

perceptions of seriousness, are assumed to influence police 

discretion. It is not anticipated that legally irrelevant 

characteristics, such as race and gender, will bear heavily 

upon police decisions. However, it is assumed that police 

decisions will be, to some extent, influenced by structural 

characteristics of the location of the event, such as 

minority composition, poverty, and mobility. These 

hypotheses, while not unusual, point to a theoretical 

perspective opposed perspectives that view juvenile justice 

as an amphitheater for conflict between social classes. 



A conflict perspective argues that a unique and 

exploitive economic system, capitalism, is reflected In all 

other social institutions (Chambliss and Seidman 1973). 
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This structuring of organizational arrangements results in 

an unjust legal system that produces a consistent 

disadvantage before and after the law for the working or 

lower classes. This disadvantage falls upon the lower-class 

workers, their children and their neighborhoods. Police, 

the agents of the inequitable legal system, are assumed to 

be primary actors in the struggle between classes. Their 

enforcement activities focus on working or lower class 

behavior. They supervise the lower classes more closely 

and, upon discovery of their infractions, treat them more 

harshly than their upper-class counterparts. From a 

conflict perspective, such practices are generally rewarding 

for the police. 

Any disproportionate representation of an 

underprivileged aggregate of individuals in arrest 

statistics is accepted as supporting evidence of the biases 

predicted by the perspective. However, this catholic 

acceptance of such evidence seems unwarranted. The logic 

implicit within the perspective requires that bias or 

discrimination by the police be discernable along lines of 

class or privilege, reflecting a distinct dichotomous social 

divison between the haves and have-nots. As a result, 

non-legal considerations must be the major determinants of 



police behavior. Even if the predicted differences are 

located, class conflict is not the only viable explanation. 

In a discussion of Shaw and McKay's (1969, 1942) 

theory of the causes of delinquency, Kornhauser (1978) 

presents the following model of social control. Modern 

society, with its "malfunctioning social structures, 

mal integrated cultures, or faulty links between the two" 
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(p. 23) produces varying degrees of social disorganization 

within social units. Social disorganization is the 

condition wherein people, because of the impoverished 

conditions and communities in which they live, are unable to 

achieve a meaningful articulation of their values in 

relationship to their structural position through 

conventional institutions such as the family, the school and 

religion. As a result, there is a decrease in the ability 

of these institutions to maintain levels of informal social 

control sufficient to provide an orderly existence within 

the community. This, in turn, leads to a weakening of the 

social bonds to these institutions. One immediate result is 

the production of crime. 

This is not to say that the disorganized communities 

then abandon their search for orderly lives and 

neighborhoods. Indeed, they do the opposite. Far from 

embracing crime as a way of life and complacently accepting 

disordered lives, they rely upon the agents of formal 

control, such as the police, to resolve their problems 
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(Kornhauser 1978, p. 90). They report their children to the 

police, demand more protection from the police, insist that 

the police deal harshly with those who victimize them, and 

rely upon the police to resolve family disputes (see Cumming 

et al. 1985). Thus, the final outcome of the weakening of 

institutional informal control that results from social 

disorganization is increased evidence of police activity 

among the disadvantaged. Following this logic, one w9u1d 

expect increased rates of arrests and a harsher version of 

the law within disadvantaged communities. Harsh law is an 

outcome of the attempt to maintain order within the 

disorganized community through one of the few means at its 

residents' disposal, the police. 

This perspective also allows for the greater 

incidence of serious and persistant offenders among lower 

classes. Through the weakening of the social bonds to 

conventional institutions, individuals are freed from the 

social restraints that preclude such criminal involvement 

(Hirschi 1969). Thus conceived, this perspective is freed 

from the rather dubious assumptions that the socially 

disadvantaged view crime as culturally valuable, and that 

criminal law is the major arena in which conflict over the 

means of production, social privilege, and diverse cultural 

values are resolved (Kornhauser 1978, p. 41). 

The logic of this argument flows from social 

disorganization, caused primarily by poverty, heterogeneity, 
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and mobility, through ineffective institutions producing 

weakened informal control mechanisms and a subsequent 

reliance upon the agents and institutions of formal control. 

This logic allows structural factors to influence police 

practice in as much as they reflect poverty, heterogeneity, 

and mobilty. It does not require that they be major 

determinants of police decistons. The model essentially 

allows legal considerations to dominate police decisions. 

Police are primarily attempting to maintain order, enforcing 

criminal law, and reacting to the victimization and 

preferences of the resident community. 

Kornhauser (1978, pp. 43-46) provides additional 

guidance. A disorganization perspective allows for three 

dynamics that might determine police decisions: normative, 

exchange and coercive solutions. Normative solutions are 

those based upon shared norms. Evidence of these type of 

solutions would include an effect upon police decisions by 

legal seriousness and measures of perceived social 

seriousness of criminal behavior. For example, when police 

tend to arrest felony offenders they reflect normative 

conditions. Measures of seriousness reflect, at least 

partially, normative consensus and police reactions should 

follow these dimensions. This perspective seems especially 

valuable when discussing juveniles. One can argue that 

class causes the differential handling of white-collar crime 

and street crime. But few juvenile delinquents are 



committing white-collar crime. Most of them are running 

away, stealing and getting in fights. 
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Exchange solutions are those solutions, or attempts, 

that are based upon ruptured socially valued affective 

bonds, reciprocal relations, or mutual dependencies. If 

this is the case, one would expect the police to react 

strongly to evidence of such disruptions. One would expect 

relatively severe treatment of such acts as running away, 

defiance of court orders, or truancy. Juveniles are 

supposed to be dependent. Displays of premature 

independence should be subject to harsh treatment not 

because they are viewed as "serious" crime, but because they 

demonstrate the rupturing or lack of social bonds. 

Coercive solutions are those solutions that are most 

easily explained through the use of state force to maintain 

order. The police are part of the state, and they do 

attempt to keep things orderly. This does not mean that 

their goal must be oppression. Police will react harshly in 

disorganized areas not because they seek to oppress the 

poor, but rather because they seek to restore order to the 

disorganized. They seek to suppress crime, not oppress the 

powerless. Police attempts at suppressing crime will result 

in a disadvantage for the poor, but it does not go contrary 

to their wishes. 

Thus, a perspective based upon notions of social 

disorganization emphasizes the roles of the police as law 
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enforcers, maintaining peace and order, and reflecting, in a 

general sense, the wishes of the public. This does not 

stray too far from common sense ideas about what the police 

do. 

A Second Theoretical Consideration 

A critical component of disorganization theory is the 

loss of family control of children. In the basic 

disorganization theory of delinquency, poverty produces 

slums, which in turn lead to the development of socially 

disorganized areas. Within these areas the family is 

ineffective as a means of controlling their children. They 

lack instutional support and meaningful institutions. It is 

simply too great a task. With the loss of family control, 

delinquency is a natural outcome. (See Empey, 1982 for a 

discussion of this in greater detail. Also Kornhauser, 

1978.) However, the development of delinquency is not the 

focus of the present topic. Rather the role of the family 

in determining police discretion is of central concern. If 

police make a decision between two types of referral, one of 

which involves returning the child to the family and the 

other involves placing the child in state custody, the role 

of the family seems to be crucial. Police must certainly 

assess the family's ability to control its children before 

returning them there. The essential question seems to be 

how do they do it? 
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The exact answer at this time can only be assumed. 

Police do not ask juveniles if their families can or cannot 

control them. Nor do they conduct interviews with the 

family prior to taking juveniles to detention. The answer 

must lie elsewhere. Clues are provided in the literature. 

Wilson (1968) suggests that police assess the moral 

backgrounds and character of both victims and offenders 

through the use of generalizations. These generalizations 

are influenced by obvious characteristics of the individuals 

and the environment. Based upon stereotypes police can make 

a quick, however inaccurate, assessment of the juvenile's 

family. 

The Role of the Family and Discretion 

The role of the family in relation to delinquency has 

been extensively investigated. (See Wilkinson, 1974, for a 

review of this literature.) Few will argue whether or not 

the family is instrumental in the development of delinquent 

activity or argue that it is completely incapable of 

impacting delinquents (Hirschi, 1983). It is equally well 

known that arrest rates reflect a disadvantage for children 

from broken homes. (See Seigel and Senna, 1988, for a review 

of this research.) Indeed, support for the family as an 

institution to prevent - or cause - delinquency seems 

universal, as the following quotes demonstrate. 



"The common assumption is that .•. security and 
love within the embrace of the family all 
contribute powerfully to satisfactory and 
law-abiding social adjustment." (Binder et ale 
1988, p. 443) 

"The family has typically been viewed as the most 
crucial institution in our society for shaping the 
child's personality and behavior." (Jensen and 
Rojek, 1980, p. 193) 

"Most delinquency experts agree that the family is 
the frontline defense against delinquency and that 
a cisrupted family life may encourage any 
pre-existing forces operating in the child's life 
to produce delinquency." (Siegel and Senna, 1988, 
p. 243) 

"Such family measures as the percentage of 
population divorced, the percentage of households 
headed by women, and the percentages of unattached 
individuals in the community are among the most 
powerful predictors of crime rates." (Hirschi, 
1983, p. 61) 

" ... In most (but not all) stUdies that directly 
compare childern living with both biological 
parents with children living in "broken" or 
reconstituted homes, children from intact homes 
have lower crime rates." (Hirschi, 1983, p. 6). 

The general conclusion seems to be that families are 

supposed to control their children and that disrupted 

families, for whatever reasons, are not up to the task. 

(See Hirschi, 1983, for discussion of this topic.) If the 

experts can come to such a high level of agreement, why 

would one expect different opinions from the police? 

One need not look long for evidence of breakdown of 
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the American family. Any text dealing with the subject will 
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offer ample discussion of this topic. For example, see 

Collins (1988). Indeed, discussion has been around for a 

long time. Durkheim (1951, pp. 376-377; 1949, pp. 182-183), 

while offering the family as a last resort for the 

prevention of deviance, was not too hopeful concerning its 

effectiveness. As an alternative, he suggested workplace 

groups. However, since that time others have become more 

hopeful - if the family is able to maintain meaningful, 

reciprocal social bonds (Hirschi, 1963, pp. 83-109). 

However, it is not some general notion of the family that 

seems crucial. stereotypes of minority families seem 

crucial to the present investigation. 

stereotypes and Police Discretion 

Rather than present an exhaustive review of minority 

relations and stereotypes, the following overview is 

presented for consideration. Moynihan et ale (1965) 

concluded that the Black family was in crisis and was 

essentially producing a host of social pathologies within 

the black community~ Among these conditions was a high rate 

of delinquency. The pathology of the Black family was 

largely attributed to the Black female-headed household. 

According to recent literature (Collins, 1988) this view of 

the black family, however inaccurate, persists. 

Similarly, Grebler et al. (1970) presented the 

stereotype of the hispanic family at that time as largely 
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ineffective in governing its multitude of children. Fathers 

were largely absent or emotionally remote. Families were 

heavily influenced by the ever present female/mother. Among 

male children, machismo reigned - propelling them into gangs 

and delinquency. Much like the stereotype of the Black 

family, the stereotype of the Hispanic family persists 

(Mirande, 1989). 

As individuals, Native Americans are virtually 

invisible in modern society, and their families fare no 

better (Witt, 1984). stereotypically, when their families 

are thought of - if they are thought of at all - they are 

viewed as being composed of a squaw and a drunken Indian. 

This hardly suggests effective parental control. 

Additionally, existing Native American child-rearing 

practices are generally viewed as somewhat ineffective, in 

that they do not stress Anglo definitions of apprropriate 

discipline and responsibility (Hutter, 1988, pp. 396-398). 

Thus, one might assume that they will have difficulty 

controlling their children. It deserves mention that the 

Papago and Navajo, tribes frequently used to illustrate 

these child rearing practices (Hutter, 1988, pp. 396-397) 

form the majority of the Native Americans in the sample used 

in this study. 

If police do use stereotypes, i.e., generalizattons, 

to determine the effectiveness of the family as a unit of 

social control, one can expect that minority children will 



experience a relatively high level of physical referral. 

However, a return to previous discussion is necessary. If 

normative and exchange explanations are correct, minorities 

will be less likely to be physically referred for status 
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offenses. Their families are not as valued, and an offense 

against a minority family would be less serious and less 

rupturing of family bonds than an equal offense against a 

white family. The essential point is, however, that through 

the use of stereotypes police may assess the nature of a 

family and its ability to control children. This control of 

children is a vital component in the social disorganization 

perspective being presented. 

Summary 

The present study is based upon the hypotheses that 

police discretion, which is probably maximum when dealing 

with juveniles (Sampson 1986; Lundman, et al. 1978; Black 

and Reiss 1970; Piliavan and Briar 1964), is influenced 

primarily by legal.ly relevant considerations. These 

considerations would include the specific offense, 

seriousness of the offense, and prior record. Police 

decisions will also be influenced to some degree by 

characteristics of individuals. Of the characteristics of 

individuals that may potentially determine police 

discretion, police are expected to react primarily to the 

age of the juvenile. Race and gender are not expected to 
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playa major role in the determination of outcomes in police 

encounters with juveniles. However, it is anticipated that 

police may use stereotypes of family ability to contr.ol 

children based upon race. Police are expected to be more 

lenient with residents of the areas in which police contacts 

take place. 

It is anticipated that the context of the arrest 

location will bear upon police discretion. Those variables 

expected to affect the actions taken by the police are 

conditions reflecting, most importantly, poverty, 

concentrations of minority populations, and high rates of 

population mobility. In summary, police decisions are 

largely determined by legalistic considerations and 

generally reflect a model describing a reliance upon the 

police to provide order within socially disorganized 

sections of the community. They may use generalizations to 

arrive at assessments of particular situations. As such, 

explanation of findings should be more appropriate and 

meaningful when based upon normative and exchange solutions 

rather than exclusively coercive solutions to the 

maintenance of social order. Police will react to 

violations of norm, laws, and the associated normative 

evaluation of the laws. They will react severely to 

felonies, harmful acts and strangers. They will react to 

apparent breakdown of order and orderly relations. It is 

not expected that the evidence will point toward oppression 
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of the lower classes. 



CHAPTER II 

THE DEMOGRAPHIC DISTRIBUTION OF REFERRAL 

The sample was obtained in Pima County, Arizona. 

This county is a Standard Metropolitan Statistical Area 

(SMSA) and is under the jurisdiction of a single juvenile 

court located in Tucson, Arizona. The city may be described 

as a singular city (Gibbs and Erickson 1976) in that it is 

the only city within the county. As a result, virtually all 

referrals of juveniles to court involve residents of the 

county. In fact, only two percent of all referrals 

considered for inclusion in the sample involved juveniles 

who were not residents of the county. In Pima County, 

referral to the juvenile court does not mean that the 

juvenile will be held in custody awaiting a hearing. 

Intake personnel have the discretion to detain 

juveniles, place them in a diversion program, or advise and 

release them into the custody of their parents (Stapleton et 

al. 1982). The police decision to physically refer a 

juvenile increases the likelihood of detention but does not 

require it. Within the county, all referrals for criminal 

offenses are forwarded to the County Attorney for 

prosecutorial involvement in the decision to file a 

petition. The city police closely follow what Wilson (1972) 

describes as a legalistic style. Decisions are made largely 
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according to departmental guidelines and legal definitions 

of acts. As a result of this style, most police contacts 

result in a referral to juvenile court. In fact, about 

seventy-five percent of all police contacts result in a 

referral (Hanke and Patnoe, 1986). Of these referrals, 

slightly over half are physical referrals. 

The Sample 
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The original record used in this analysis is the 1984 

Pima County Juvenile Court referral record. This record 

contained information about 6,126 referrals, all of which 

pertained only to delinquent offenses. As such, the sample 

consists of legal offenses, status offenses, and technical 

violations. All of the referrals were made during the 

calender year of 1984. 

A small number of cases (3.4% of the court record) 

were removed because they did not pertain directly to the 

study at hand or were unusable. One hundred and seventy-two 

(2.8%) cases were removed from the sample because they did 

not apply to the question at hand. 

Sixty-three cases (1.0%) were removed because the 

referrals pertained to Native American residents of a nearby 

reservation, and merely reflected the police transfer of 

juveniles from their jurisdiction to the jurisdiction of the 

reservation police force. 
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One hundred and six cases (1.7%) were removed because 

they pertained to juveniles who WerE! legal residents of 

Mexico and in the United states illegally. While all of 

these cases were physical referrals, the detention location 

was not the juvenile court center. These juveniles were 

taken to Immigration Service facilities, but the record of 

the detent ton was maintained by the juvenile court. Three 

cases <.1%) were removed because the juvenile involved in 

the referral was the referring party. Because the police 

were not involved in the referral, the cases were removed. 

A few additional cases were removed for innaccurate 

data. Of the thirty-nine (0.6%) cases removed for 

inaccuracies, twenty-one cases (0.3%) were removed because 

the residence locati~n of the juvenile was listed as 

"unknown" and the referral type was listed as a paper 

referral to the parents. Not knowing how to resolve this 

discrepancy, the cases were dropped. Eighteen cases (0.3%) 

were removed for reasons pertaining to location. In all of 

these cases, the inaccurate datum was a census tract number 

for either the census tract of residence or the census tract 

of the offense. 

These data seem exceptionally free from errors. At 

risk of belaboring the point, it should be pointed out that 

both the police departments and the juvenile court are 

highly bureaucratized and place great emphasiS on the 

accuracy of records. Indeed, both organizatIons require 



62 

that every referral has minimal information before it is 

entered into the computerized data set. Required 

information, that pertains to the present data set, for both 

organizations is: the offense, the location of the offense, 

the residential address of the offender, and the date of 

birth, sex, and race of the offender. These data are 

subject to quality control procedures. 

Thus, the sample employed for analysis consisted of 

the records of 5915 referrals, or 96.5% of the original 

record. Of this sample few were problematic. Eighteen 

cases (0.3%) had missing data concerning race. Upon 

investigation all of these cases were found to be paper 

referral cases that had yet to appear at court. They had 

all taken place near the end of the year and the data would 

be completed at the time of their first appearance at the 

juvenile court. These cases were not omitted from the 

sample. They were given the "average" value of race in the 

sample for analytic purposes. Being so described, they 

would not influence regression analysis. Another forty 

three cases (0.7%) had errors that were easily corrected. 

Without exception these pertained to reversed number orders, 

for example, a year of birth entered as 1937 instead of 

1973. These cases were corrected and included in the 

analysis. 



The Data set 

Each referral record contained the following 

information concerning the characteristics of the juvenile: 

the date of birth, sex, and race. From the date of birth, 

the age at time of referral was computed in whole years. 

63 

Sex was coded as either male or female. Race was listed as 

white, black, hispanic, native american, or oriental. There 

were no separate categories for others. These were 

generally listed as oriental according to juvenile court 

personnel. 

Information pertaining to the offense was somewhat 

more complex. Each referral record contained a four digit 

N.C.I.C. code describing the offense. This was the only 

data available on the computerized data set describing the 

offense. This code number was the code listed on the 

original referral. The information available concerning the 

nature of the offenses was somewhat limited. While the 

record indicated that the juvenile was referred for 

aggravated assault, there was no information about the 

victim - family or stranger, nor information about the use 

or lack of use of weapons. Similarly, if referred for 

burglary, the amount of loss is unknown, as is whether or 

not the entry was forced. Thus, while the use of this code 

allows for many categories of offenses (well over one 

hundred) much information about the offense itself is not 

available. 



Each referral record also contained the date of the 

referral. This date was used to compute the age at time of 

referral, as mentioned above, and the number of prior 

referrals. For each juvenile, referral records were placed 

in chronological order and counted. Doing so allowed the 

counting of "priors." 

Additionally, the N.C.I.C. coding system is 

constructed in a manner that facilitates other 

categorizations. The code is divided into six groupings, 

the first digit of each code indicate a general type of 

offense. Using the first digit of each code permits 

dividing offenses into six general categories: offenses 

against persons, property offenses, drug offenses, peace 

violations, status offenses and technical violations. Use 

of the code also permitted dividing legal offenses into 

felony and misdemeanor categories. 
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The record also contained information concerning the 

site of the referral and the site of juvenile residence. 

The computerized record that was made available contained 

only the census tract for each of these locations. More 

detailed addresses were not available. Using this 

information it was easily determined if the juvenile was a 

resident of the general area where the referral took place. 

If the census tract of referral agreed with the census tract 

of residence, it was assumed that the juvenile was a 

resident of that area. If they differed, the juvenile was 
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considered a non-resident. 

The location of the referral was also used to compute 

the driving time and distance to the juvenile court 

detention center. Driving time was computed from the center 

of the census tract of referral through information provided 

by the Pima County Traffic Engineering Department. 

Distances were estimated from data provided by the same 

source. Data concerning aggregate characteristics of census 

tracts were derived from published Bureau of Census data 

(1980). Lastly, each referral record indicated the type of 

referral, physical or paper. 

The Data 

This section presents the distribution of each of the 

above variables and its impact on the type of referral. The 

discussion describes the sample and presents evidence 

justifying inclusion of the variables in later analyses. 

Gender 

Almost seventy-four percent of the referrals in the 

sample involved males. This over-representation of males is 

similar to that found in national data (Empey 1982, pp. 

95-96). As shown in Table 1, there are no differences in 

the type of referral for males and females. Even with the 

large sample, neither the Chi-square statistic nor Pearson's 

product moment correlation approach significance. One can 
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conclude that there is no zero-order relation between the 

type of referral and sex. 

Table 1. The Distribution of Type of Referral by Sex. 
============================================================ 

Type of Refer~al 
Sex: Paper Physical 

N N % Total % 

Females 749 48.3 801 51.7 1550 26.2 

Males 2055 47.1 2310 52.9 4365 73.8 

Total 2804 47.4 3111 52.6 5915 100% 
============================================================ 
Chi-sq. = .71, 1 d.f., P =.42; r =.01, p =.20 

These data suggest that a paternalistic perspective 

(Pollack 1950), requiring females receive preferential 

treatment simply because they are female, is not operative. 

Nor do they suggest a chauvinistic attitude on the part of 

the police where one would anticipate more severe treatment 

of females (Anderson 1983, p. 181). However, a third 

interpretation is possible. Overall similarity could be 

produced by males and females being treated differently 

according to types of offense. Kruttschnitt (1981) and 

Terry (1967) found that males were more severely treated for 

more serious offenses and females are more severely treated 

for less serious status offenses. If this were the case, 

the relationship might be masked in the present 



67 

distribution. While there is no significant zero-order 

relationship between gender and police reactions, the 

possibility of interaction effects remains. Alternately, 

there may be no higher order relationship, and the present 

lack of any relationship between gender and police reactions 

may adequately describes the data. Given these 

possibilities, incorporation of gender into later analyses 

seems warranted. 

Age 

The average age at the time of referral for the 

juveniles in the sample was 14.6 years. The number of 

juveniles in each age group increased through age sixteen, 

after which it declined slightly (Table 2). This 

distribution was not unexpected (Hirschi and Gottfredson 

1983, p. 552; Empey 1982, pp. 82-84). An examination of the 

distribution of type of referral according to age presented 

a slightly different view. The percentage of physical 

referrals increased through age seventeen. The correlation 

was statistically significant. However, the rate of 

increase in the percent of physical referrals declined after 

age 15, suggesting a curvilinear relationship. Thus, it 

seems advisable to include age in later analyses in order to 

fully explore the effect of age upon the type of refer~al. 
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Table 2. The Distribution of Type of Referral by Age. 
============================================================ 

Age: 

N 

Eight 26 

Nine 47 

Ten 110 

Eleven 131 

Twelve 215 

Thirteen 436 

Fourteen 469 

Fi fteen 474 

Sixteen 479 

Seventeen 417 

Total 2804 

Type of Referral 
Paper Physical 

% 

83.9 

73.4 

80.3 

84.5 

59.4 

55.1 

45.4 

41.5 

42.5 

38.9 

47.4 

N 

5 

17 

27 

24 

147 

356 

565 

667 

647 

656 

3111 

% 

16.1 

26.6 

19.7 

15.5 

40.6 

44.9 

54.6 

58.5 

57.5 

61.1 

52.6 

Total % 

31 .5 

64 1.1 

137 2.3 

155 2.6 

362 6.1 

792 13.4 

1034 17.5 

1141 19.3 

1126 19.0 

1073 18.1 

5915 100% 
=~============================~============================= 

Chi-sq. = 278.0, 9 d.f., P <.001; r =.20, p <.001 
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Race 

Within the general population of Pima County, 

Arizona, Whites comprise seventy one percent of the 

population; Hispanics, twenty-two percent; Blacks and 

Indians, three percent; and Others, slightly less than one 

percent (1980 Census). An examination of the racial 

distribution of the sample, shown in Table 3, indicated that 

Whites were under-represented, Hispanics and Blacks were 

over-represented and Indians and Others were found in 

expected numbers. Previous research has found similar 

over-representation of minorities (Empey 1982; Thornberry 

1973). The percent of physical referrals was generally 

greater for minorities than Whites. Previous research has 

noted a similar distribution (Thornberry 1973, pp. 90-98). 

The chi-square statistic indicates that the contrasts in the 

distribution of type of referral according to race were 

significant. Because race suggests the possibility of 

police bias, it is essential to explore the relationship and 

to specify it as completely as possible. Previous r2search 

shows that the seriousness of the offense and the number of 

prior referrals are positively correlated with race and with 

the severity of police reactions (Cohen and Kluegel 1978, 

pp. 162-178; Black and Reiss 1970). An adequate 

investigation of the contribution of race to type of 
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referral should consider the possibility that these legally 

relevant variables account for the apparent relationship 

between race and severity of referral (Gottfredson and 

Hindelang, 1979a,b). 

Table 3. The Distribution of Type of Referral by Race. 
============================================================ 

Type of Referral 
Race: Paper Physical 

% of Population N N Total 

Anglo 71.1 1707 49.7 1726 50.3 3433 58.0 

Hispanic 22.2 817 45.0 998 55.0 1815 30.7 

Black 2.9 186 41. 7 260 58.3 446 7.5 

Indian 2.9 68 38.6 108 61. 4 176 3.0 

Oriental/Others.9 26 57.8 19 42.2 45 .8 

Total 100% 2804 47.7 3111 52.6 5915 100% 
================================~=========================== 

Chi-sq. = 24.7, 4 d.f., P -.001; r =.05, p <.001 

Number of Referrals 

Within the sample, few referrals involved juveniles 

with extensive delinquent histories (Table 4). 

Approximately sixty percent of the referrals were first or 

second referrals for the juveniles involved. Less than five 

percent of all referrals involved juveniles with more than 

ten referrals. As the number of referrals increased, so did 

the percent of physical referrals. Only thirty-six percent 

of first referrals were physical, while after seven 
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Table 4. The Distribution of Type of Referral by Number of 
Referrals. 
============================================================ 
Number of Type of Referral 
Referrals: Paper Physical 
------------------------------------------------------------

N % N % Total % 
----------------------------------------

one 574 64.2 877 35.8 2451 41. 4 

two 562 50.7 547 49.3 1109 18.7 

three 269 39.1 419 60.9 688 11.6 

four 137 31.1 303 68.9 440 7.4 

five 80 30.2 185 69.8 265 4.5 

six 52 26.0 148 74.0 200 3.4 

seven 32 19.9 129 80.1 161 2.7 

eight 19 14.5 112 85.5 131 2.2 

nine 15 16.0 79 84.0 94 1.6 

ten 23 28.0 59 72.0 82 1.4 

eleven 16 22.2 56 77.8 72 1.2 

twelve 5 9.1 50 90.9 55 .9 

thirteen ( +) 20 12.0 147 88.0 167 2.8 

Total 2804 47.4 3111 52.6 5915 100% 
============================================================ 
Chi-sq. = 706.9, 12 d.f., P <.001; r =.31, p <.001 
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referrals about eighty to ninety percent were physical. 

Previous research has shown that "priors" do predict an 

increased probability of arrest and physical referral of 

juveniles (Reid 1985; Empey 1982; Cohen and Kluegel 1979; 

Jensen 1977). In the present sample the correlation is 

significant. This zero-order relationship indicates that as 

juveniles acquire referrals, they are increasingly likely to 

be physically referred. While a main effect is evident, the 

relationship is probably in need of clarification. 

Police guidelines within the metropolitan area of the 

jurisdiction suggest that police physically refer juveniles 

with two previous referrals - especially if the immediate 

offense is a felony. These guidelines, if followed, would 

produce an increased probability of physical referral as the 

number of prior referrals increases. Additionally, the 

emphasis upon physical referral for felony offenses would 

contribute to an interaction between the number of prior 

referrals and some measure of felony offenses or 

seriousness. Further investigation seems warranted. 

The "Chronic Offender" 

Previous research (Wolfgang et ale 1972; Tracy et. 

ale 1985) and considerable current funding (National 

Institute of Justice 1986) focuses upon the identification 

of the persistent or "chronic" offender. However, the 

utility and accuracy of such an identification is a matter 
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of controversey (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1986) and has been 

shown to be prone to over-identification of those most 

likely to move to extensive delinquent histories (Hanke and 

Patnoe 1986). The present sample illustrates the phenomenon 

that is the focus of the discussion. 

The 5,915 referrals in the sample were attributable 

to 4,430 juveniles, or an average of slightly more than 1.3 

referrals per juvenile during the year under investigation. 

However, these were not the only referrals acquired by these 

juveniles. During their delinquent histories the juveniles 

accounted for 11,690 referrals, or more than 2.6 referrals 

per juvenile. As shown in Table 5, as the age of the 

juvenile increases, so does the average number of referrals 

per delinquent. The 115 most persistant offenders, 

arbitrarily chosen as those with 12 or more referrals to 

court, had accumulated 1,885 referrals. This accumulation 

equalled sixteen percent of the referrals by less than three 

percent of the individuals. Of these most persistant 

offenders, almost half were seventeen years old (n = 54), 

eighty-four percent were males and fifty-four percent were 

non-whites. Thus, we are left with a description of the 

"chronic" offender as male, non-white, and older - a 

description that reflects the general court record (see 

Tables I, 2 and 3) - and matches the description of the 

chronic offenders found in other research. 
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Table 5. Average Number of Prior Referrals by Age for 
Juveniles Referred to Court During 1984. 
============================================================ 

Age 

Eight 

Nine 

Ten 

Eleven 

Twelve 

Thirteen 

Fourteen 

Fifteen 

Sixteen 

Seventeen 

Number of 
Juveniles 

30 

62 

106 

152 

280 

554 

702 

806 

840 

900 

Number of 
Referrals 

33 

75 

151 

207 

466 

1088 

1732 

2199 

2535 

3204 

Average Number of 
Prior Referrals 

1.1 

1.2 

1.5 

1.4 

1.7 

2.0 

2.5 

2.7 

3.0 

3.6 

============================================================ 
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Specific Offenses 

An examination of selected offenses revealed that 

offenses such as homicide, rape, kidnapping, robbery and 

aggravated assault comprised a small proportion of the 

referrals (Table 6). Relatively minor offenses, such as 

shoplifting, runaway, incorrigibility, and marijuana, formed 

a relatively large proportion of the sample. The 

distribution of type of referral according to type of 

offense indicated that those offenses generally thought of 

as very serious, e.g., homicide and rape, were very likely 

to result in a physical referral. So were such relatively 

non-serious status offenses as runaway and incorrigibility. 

When a measure of police perceptions of seriousness (1) was 

incorporated into the table, an obviously non-linear 

relationship between perceived seriousness and type of 

referral was evident. 

1. The measure of police perceptions of seriousness were 
obtained from the Community Tolerance Survey. Data were 
supplied by Prof. Maynard L. Erickson. These unpublished 
data were obtained from seventy-eight police officers in the 
community under investigation. These are the product of a 
magnitude estimation experiment in which officers were asked 
to ascribe a number ranging from 10,000 to 0 to describe the 
seriousness of the offense being described. The values used 
are the geometric means obtained in this investigation. (See 
E~ickson et al. 1977 for a description of this methodology 
and research.) 
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Table 6. The Distribution of Type of Referral by Selected 
Offenses. 

============================================================ 
Selected 
Offenses: 

Homicide 

Kidnapping 

Rape 

Robbery 

Aggravated Assault 

Grand Theft Auto 

Theft 

Sex Offense 

Arson 

Drug Offense 

Joyriding 

Theft, under $100 

Simple Assault 

Marijuana 

Shopli fting 

Incorrigible 

Runaway 

Prostitution 

Probation Violation 

Disorderly 

Nuisance 

Seriousness 

6053 

1176 

787 

511 

477 

292 

276 

273 

271 

153 

122 

111 

107 

98 

45 

Type of Referral 
Paper Physical 

.0 

17.9 

25.0 

29.0 

31. 4 

16.5 

54.4 

47.5 

35.7 

57.0 

46.5 

63.5 

54.6 

55.9 

74.9 

30.5 

40.7 

42.9 

.9 

59.1 

87.5 

100.0 

82.1 

75.0 

71. 0 

68.6 

83.5 

45.6 

52.5 

64.3 

43.0 

53.5 

36.5 

45.4 

44.1 

25.1 

69.5 

59.3 

57.1 

99.1 

40.9 

12.5 

Total % 

5 .1 

28 .5 

4 .1 

31 .5 

102 1.7 

79 1.9 

272 4.6 

61 1.0 

14 .2 

158 2.7 

43 .7 

178 3.0 

379 6.4 

333 5.6 

1088 18.4 

203 3.4 

594 10.0 

21 

214 

137 

40 

.4 

3.6 

2.3 

.7 
============================================================ 
Chi-sq. = 1136.0, 39 d.f., P <.001; r =.14, p <.001 
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Even though much research has focused on the impact 

of perceived seriousness on arrest, (e.g., Wolfgang et al. 

1972; Thornberry 1973; Chiricos and Waldo 1975), it appears 

necessary to expand upon the notion of seriousness. Indeed, 

while police perceptions of seriousness may indicate a 

measure of social condemnation that is reflected in an 

elevated likelihood of phy~i~al referral for those acts 

viewed as more serious, it is apparent that seriousness 

alone will not explain the distribution of type of referral 

apparent in the data. While there were significant 

contrasts in the distribution of type of referral and 

specific offenses, the relationship does not appear to be 

most adequately described by a single linear coefficient. 

Apparently, seriousness is not the only basis for the 

decision to physically refer. Other factors seem to be 

operating. 

Violations of probation, a technical offense, was as 

likely to result in a physical referral as was homicide. 

Referrals for runaway were about as likely to result in 

physical referral as were arson and sex offenses. 

Incorrigibility was as severely treated as aggravated 

assault. In each of these cases the former offenses were 

rated considerably less serious than the latter offenses. 

Clearly, police perceptions of seriousness are not 

sufficient to explain the probability of physical referral 

across the spectrum of all juvenile offenses. 
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Specific Offenses and Race 

Most referrals to juvenile court involved Whites 

(Table 3). This fact remains unchanged when examining 

specific offenses. Whites, although under-represented, form 

the modal category for all offenses. Additionally, one can 

see that serious offenses, with the exception of burglary, 

are relatively rare. If one wishes to discuss delinquency 

and phenomena associated with it, one should recall these 

facts: delinquency largely concerns non-serious offenses and 

is largely comprised of referrals of Whites. 

Felony Referrals 

A relatively small percentage of referrals (22%) 

involved felony offenses (Table 7). However, of those 

felony referrals, most (63%) were physical referrals. 

Non-felony referrals, seventy-eight percent of the sample, 

were about as likely to be physical as paper referrals. 

Given the marginal totals found in the cross-classification 

of the sample, the number of physical referrals for 

non-felony offenses were four times greater than expected if 

the dichotomy explained the distribution of type of 

referral. This suggests that while, as in previous research 

(Black and Reiss, 1970), felony offenses were predictive of 

physical referral, much variation remains to be explained. 



Table 7. The Distribution of Type of Referral by Felony or 
Non-felony. 
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============================================================ 
Felony/ 
Non-felony 

Felony 

Non-felony 

Total 

Type of Referral 
Paper Physical 

N N 

469 36.6 813 63.4 

2335 50.4 2298 49.6 

2804 47.4 3111 52.6 

Total 

1282 21.7 

4633 78.3 

5915 100% 
=========================================================e== 
Chi-sq. = 76.8, 1 d.f., P <.001; r =.11, p <.001 

Types of Offense 

A systematic categorization of specific offenses 

according to normative qualities is suggested by Gibbs 

(1981, pp. 16-18; also see Black 1976). If legal reactions 

are involved, one can assume that, in a discretionary 

situation, police might consider the normative quality of 

offenses as well as perceptions of social and legal 

seriousness. As such, offenses against the state, technical 

offenses, would be most severely treated. In terms of 

severity of reactions these should be followed by (1) 

offenses against persons, (2) offenses against normatively 

relevant institutions, e.g., status offenses against the 

family and notions of appropriate childhood behavior, (3) 

prohibited acts involving potentially discredited 

individuals, e.g., drug and prostitution violations, (4) 

offense against property without physical harm, and (5) 

violations of community standards, e.g., peace violations. 



In essence, the c~tegorization presents a hierarchy based 

upon power, injury, and diffuse community standards of 

behavior. 

The ranking developed was: 

Type of Offense Legal Description 
1. Offenses against the 1. Technical offenses 

legal system 
2. Offenses against the 2. status offenses 

family 
3. Offenses against 3. Violent offenses 

persons 
4. Violations against 4. Drug offenses 

drug norms 
," :) . Violation of property 5. Property Offenses 

norms 
6. Violations of community 6. peace offenfjefj 

standards 

An investigation of the data indicated that the 

ranking was meaningful. Significant contrasts were located 

(Table 8). Offenses against the system were most severely 

treated. Ninety-six percent of all referrals for technical 

80 

violations were physical ~eferrals. Violations of community 

standards were least likely to be physically referred. 

Thirty-eight percent of these referrals were physical. 

Overall, the percent of physical referrals declines as the 

category descends the hierarchical arrangement. However, 

the present analysis is hardly conclusive p~oof that police 

consider types of acts independent of legal and perceived 

seriousness when making decisions about the type of 

referral. Types of offense should be included in a more 

detailed analysis. 
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Table 8. The Distribution of Type of Referral by Types of 
Offense. 
==========================================c================= 
Type of 
Offense: 

N 

Type of Referral 
Paper Physical 

N Total 
----------------------------------------

System (Technical) 34 4.4 738 95.6 772 13.1 

Family (Status) 326 38.9 513 61.1 839 14.2 

Person 288 46.2 336 53.8 624 10.5 

Drugs 278 55.9 219 44 .1 497 0.4 

Property 583 58.5 1125 41.5 2707 45.8 

Community (Peace) 295 62.0 181 38.0 476 8.0 

Total 2804 47.4 3111 52.6 5915 100% 
============================================================ 
Chi-sq. = 785.7 , 5 d.f., p <.001; r =.31, p <.001 

Resident status 

Host referrals (56%) in the sample occurred in a 

census tract other than where the juvenile lived (Table 9). 

In this respect the sample did not closely match previous 

research which indicates that most juvenile offenses occur 

in the immediate neighborhood of the juvenile offender 

(Turner 1969; Reid 1985). However, the distribution of 

physical referrals does coincide with other research (Austin 

1985). Residents are slightly ~ess likely to be paper 

referred than non-residents. The differences in the 

distribution were significant. 



Table 9. The Distribution of Type of Referral by Resident 
status. 
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====================ma~c=======c============================ 
Felony/ 
Non-felony 

Resident 

Non-resident 

Total 

N 

1105 

1699 

2804 

Type of Referral 
Paper Physical 

N Total 

42.3 1506 57.7 2611 44.1 

52.5 1605 48.6 3304 55.9 

47.4 3111 48.6 5915 100% 
=============================================a=======~====== 
Chi-sq. = 9.5, 1 d.f., P (.01 

Police Agency 

The four police agencies that initiated the referrals 

in the sample had differing proportions of physical 

referrals (Table 10). The Tucson Police Department 

physically referred fifty percent of all referrals, the 

Sheriff's Department, forty-four percent, and the South 

Tucson Police Department, flfty-four percent. Juvenile 

Court personnel physically referred 100% of those they 

initiated. These dlfferences are significant. This 

indicates that the metropolitan police agencies are some~hat 

more likely than the suburban/rural Sheriff's department to 

physically refer juveniles. The Juvenile Court is 

considerably more likely than all other agencies to initiate 

physical rather than paper referrals. In fact, when they 

refer they always employ physical referral. While not 

anticiapted by the researcher, this re~ult is not unexpected 

- especially when one asks the appropriate questions of 



juvenile court personnel. 

A few explanatory remarks seem required. Juvenile 

court personnel issue referrals in two manners. One, the 

juvenile violating the court conditions is not at the 

detention center. Court personnel will do one of two 

things. They will find the juvenile and take him or her to 

the detention center, or they will issue a warrant for the 

arrest of the juvenile, in which case the police will bring 

the juvenile to the detention center. Secondly, if the 

juvenile is at the detention center, for whatever reasons, 

the referral by definition is physical. Thus, it would 

appear that the inclusion of the referrals for technical 

offense initiated by court person.nel was a mistake. The 

reader is appropriately cautioned of this state of affairs 

when examining later results. Explained variance will be 

inflated by this condition. However, it should be noted 

that juvenile court personnel initiate only sixty-two 

percent of referrals for technical violations. Police are 

responsible for the balance. With the exception of the 

findings relating to juvenile court personnel, however, the 

differences between police departments were in the expected 

direction. 
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Table 10. The Distribution of Type of Referral by Police 
Agency. 
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========C=====C=========================c======a=======c==== 
Police 
Agency: 

Metropolitan 

Sheriff's Dept. 

South Tucson 

Juvenile Court 

Total 

N 

2040 

699 

65 

o 

2804 

Type of Referral 
Paper Physical 

50.2 

55.9 

45.8 

o 

N 

1985 49.8 

552 44.1 

77 54.2 

475 100.0 

3111 52.6 

Total 

3984 67.4 

1251 21.1 

142 2.4 

475 8.0 

5915 100\ 
=======================:=======================:=:========== 
Chi-sq. = 485.5, 5 d.f., P <.001; r = .10, P (.001 

SUIIDaary 

In summary, the data under investigation closely 

resemble th~ distribution of delinquency found in national 

data (Flanagan and HcGarrell 1985). While most referrals 

involve white males, minorities are over-represented. The 

number of referrals peaks at age 16 years; most referrals 

were for non-serious offenses. Host of the juveniles 

involved did not have extensive delinquent histories. 

Overall, there was little to suggest that the present sample 

was unique and unrepresentative of any similar sample 

selected in other jurisdictions. 

There is no evidence of a zero-order relationship 

between the type of referral and gender. Increasing age and 

the number of referrals are positlvely related to the 
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probability of physical referral. In the sample~ minorities 

are more likely to be physically referred than are whites. 

An examination of the relationship between police 

perceptions of seriousness, felony and types of delinquent 

acts indicated that each is related to the p~obability of 

physical referral. However, considered separately, each 

appears to be an inadequate to explain the~relat!onship 

between specific delinquent acts and the type of referral. 

The various police agencies appear to employ physical 

referral differently. However, whether this is the result 

of organization or reactions to some social characteristic 

of juveniles was not determined in the present analyses. 

Similarly, resident status reduces the likelihood of 

physical referral. 

While these analyses describe the sample, they 

present only a preliminary examination of the probability of 

physical referral. None of the variables occurs independent 

of the others. In the arrest situation, police are as aware 

of the sex, race and age of the juvenile as they are of the 

offense, which not only coincides with some perception of 

seriousness and legal definition, but also possesses a 

normative quality associated with a types of offense. The 

simUltaneous impact of these variables, therefore, needs to 

be examined. 



CHAPTER III 

THE INFLUENCE OF INDIVIDUAL CHARACTERISTICS 
ON POLICB DISCRETION 

"Few studies have been designed 
simultaneously to examine the effects of both 
contextual and individual variables. Without such 
a minimal effort, the existence of contextual 
effects is merely conjecture" (Kornhauser 1978, p. 
83). 

Taking Kornhauser's good advice, the present study 

invc~tl~~t~~ t~e effects of the characteristics of 

individuals and delinquent acts on police discretion before 

looking at contextual or situational variables. Only those 

conditions that are immediately apparent to, or easily 

obtained by, the police are incorporated in the analysis. 

The age, sex, and race of the juvenile are easily determined 

by the police. Prior referral history Is obtained from the 

juvenile court for all referrals. An assessment of the 

specific delinquent act involved in each referral is 

assumed; police know whether it is a felony, or a 

misdemeanor, or a status offense; they perceive some measure 

of seriousness and consider its norm~tive qualities. The 

juvenile's residence is easily determined by a Simple 

question: Where do you live? Police agency initiating the 

referral was included to determine if these easily obtained 

variables were differentialy considered by the various 

agencies. 
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Items pertaining to measures of social class vere not 

obtained from police records. The reason is that 

information on parental occupation, income, and education is 

not routinely gathered by the police. In an arrest 

situation involving a juvenile, it is unlikely that the 

police will inquire about Bother's education, father's 

occupation, or family income. If class has an impact on 

police discretion, it cannot be considerable at the 

individual level (Kornhauser 1976, p. 100). Police simply 

do not ask the questions. They may of course, make 

assumptions about class. However, the correlation betveen 

the guess and the fact is not known. Class, if it does 

influence police discr~tion, is assumed to be anchored in 

the context, or situation. As a result, an aggregate level 

measurement is more appropriate, and is included in later 

analysis. 

The initial purpose of this research 1s to develop a 

model that explains the effects of individual 

characteristics on police referral decisions at the time of 

arrest. The results of this analyis will be incorporated in 

a later analysis focusing upon contextual conditions and 

their relationship to police discretion. Following the 

advice of Kornhauser, this seems a logical beginning. 
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Methods 

The statistical method employed was a Bultivariate 
~ v 

regression analysis, specifically a discriminate function 

analysis (Loether and McTavish, 1988, p. 382; Kerlinger and 

Pedhazur, 1973, pp. 336-341). In this type of analysis the 

dependent variable is dichotomous and the independent 

variables are used to predict one outcoae or the other. The 

sum of the regression coefficients is a probabilistic 

statement of the likelihood of one outcome in coaparison to 

the other. If the explained variance, accounted for by the 

regression equation, is statistically significant, the 

formula is assumed to offer acceptable levels of 

predictabllity. 

Consistent with the mode of analysis adopted, a 

system of dummy variables was constructed. Physical 

referrals were coded as 1, paper referrals as O. Thus, the 

contribution of any independent variable to the type of 

referral resulted in a probabilistic value ranging from zero 

to one. Hales were codad as 1, females, O. A matrix was 

established fox race where each racial group, Whites, 

Hispanics, Blacks and Indlans, was alternately coded as 1, 

all others as zero. A similar dummy matrix was employed for 

types of offense. Delinquent acts were coded 1 if they were 

felony offenses, zero if any lesser offense. Where the 

referral was initiated in the census tract of reSidence, it 

was coded 1. Otherwise, it was coded O. Police perceptions 



of seriousness vere entered as a linear variable. Age, 

ranging fr.om eight to seventeen, vas entered into the 

analysis as a categorical variable. 

A main effects and an interaction model were 

developed and compared. In the interaction model all tvo

and three-way interactions vere considered. In both 

analyses, all variables vere entered into the analysis 

simultaneously. Those variables not making a significant 

contribution were eliminated one at a time until only those 

variables making a significant contribution to explained 

variance remained. Because of the large sample, and the 

resultant ease with which terms achieve statistical 

significance, a critical value of .025 was used to warrant 

inclusion in the final model. 

Findings, The Hain Effects Hodel 
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The regression analysis of main effects produced a 

statistically significant equation that adequately described 

the data (F = 126.1, P <.001; explained variance = .23). 

The equation for the main effects model is presented in 

Table 11. The characteristics of individuals that were 

found to significantly impact the probability of physical 

referral were age at time of referral and being white. As 

age increases the probability of physical referral also 

increases. Whites are advantaged over all other racial 

groups. Each additional prior referral increases the 



Table 11. Regression Analysis of the Main Effects of 
Characteristics of Individua13 and Acts on the Type of 
Referral. 

Variable b 

Age .029 

White -.035 

Prior Offenses .024 

Seriousness .0001 

Felony .265 

Technical Offense .512 

status Offense .329 

Prostitution .261 

Drug Offense .124 

Person Offense .100 

Peace Offense .067 

City Police -.095 

So. Tucson -.089 

Sheriff's Dept. -.157 

Constant -.139 

s.e • p Beta 

• 003 <.001 .110 

.011 <.01 -.035 

.002 <.001 .142 

.00003 <.001 .040 

.019 <.001 .219 

.021 <.001 .345 

.019 <.001 .230 

.096 <.01 .031 

.022 <.001 .069 

.020 <.001 .062 

.024 <.01 .036 

.022 <.001 -.077 

.038 <.025 -.027 

.061 <.01 -.030 

R2 

.039 

.003 

.006 

.012 

.025 

.054 

.016 

.001 

.004 

.001 

.009 

.006 

.000 

.001 
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==m=============c==~===========c===c============~=========== 
Explained Variance a .230; F a 126.1, p = .000 
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probability of physical referral. Perceived seriousness 

positively influences the likelihood of physical referral. 

The more serious the police take offenses to be, the more 

likely they are inclined to initiate physical referrals. 

Felonies are also more likely to be physically referred than 

are non-felony offenses. The type of offenses impacts the 

type of referral. Offenses against conditions set by the 

juvenile court, technical violations, Rake the largest 

contribution to physical referral. (It must be noted that 

these are the juvenile court referrals initiated by court 

personnel discussed in the previouu chapter.) status 

offenses, prostitution, drug offenses, offenses against 

persons and peace violations complete the hierarchy. The 

contributions of perceived seriousness, felony and types of 

offense are presented in Table 12. This combination of 

effects illustrates that relatively minor offenses such as 

truancy and runaway are as likely to result in physical 

referral as more serious offenses such as burglary and auto 

theft. Of the police agencies, the Sheriff's Department is 

the least likely to employ physical referral. The South 

Tucson Police Department is less likely to initiate physical 

referral than the Tucson Police Department. Juvenile Court 

personnel are the most likely to employ physical referral. 

Neither the sex nor resident status of individuals has.a 

significant impact. 



Table 12. The Impact of Perceived Seriousness, Types of 
Offense and Felony on the Probabltity of Phya!~al Referra~ 
for Selected Offenses. 
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Contribution of: 
Offense Seriousness Felony Normative 

Total 
Contribution 

Ho.iciCle .55 

Rape .11 

Robbery .07 

Agg. Assault .05 

Burglary .04 

Auto Theft .04 

Theft .03 

Sex Offense .03 

Joyriding .02 

Assault .01 

Marijuana .01 

Shoplifting .01 

Incorrigibility .01 

Runaway .004 

Truancy .002 

.27 

.27 

.27 

.27 

.27 

.27 

.27 

.27 

.10 

.10 

.10 

.10 

.10 

.10 

.12 

.33 

.33 

.33 

.91* 

.47 

.44 

.41 

.31 

.31 

.29 

.39 

.02 

.11 

.13 

.01 

.34 

.33 

.33 

==============m====~a=============~======~=====a======mac=== 

* Total contribution Bay not add exactly due to rounding. 



An examination of the main effects Bodel indicates 

that the bulk of explained variance is attributable to 

characteristics of acts and referral histories. A1Bost 

eighty percent of explained variance pertains to the nUBber 

of referrals, felony, perceived seriousness and the type of 

offense. While there is a main effect indicating that a 

bias in favor of Whites is present in the data, the 

magnitude of this effect is quite small in comparison the 

the impact of characteristics associated with delinquent 

acts. 

Findings, The Interaction Model 
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The analysis incorporating interaction terms yielded 

a regression equation that adequately described the data 

(F=81.95, pa.OOO; explained variance =.26) and improved 

significantly upon the main effects model. The regression 

equation is presented in Table 13. The only characteristics 

of individuals that continued to have main effects were the 

contribution of age at the time of the referral and the 

positive contribution of being Hispanic. The 

characteristics of acts having a zero-order impact on the 

likelihood of physical referral were: perceived seriousness 

had a curvilinear positive contribution to the probability 

of being physically referred; prostitution and technical 

violations were very likely to result in physical referral; 
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Table 13. The Effects of Characteristics of Individuals and 
Offenses on Ty~e of Referral. (R2 = .257, P = .000) 

Variable b s.e. 

Age .128 .034 

Age squared -.004 .001 

Seriousness .0007 .0001 

Seriousness sq. -.lxl0-4 .2xl0-7 

PCJC .104 .031 

Felony .118 .032 

Prosti tute .383.096 

Technical .576 .027 

Residents -.470 .090 

Hispanic .058 .014 

Priors x Person .025 .005 

Priors x Property .034 .003 

Priors x Drug .059 .006 

Age x Resident .033 .006 

Age x PCSD -.006 .001 

Felony x Res. -.064 .028 

White x Person .138 .029 

White x status .460 .024 

Hisp. x Stat"s .316 .034 

Black x Person .255 .062 

Black x Peace .304 .080 

Black x status .277 .063 

Indian x status .373 .096 

p Beta 

(.001 .494 

<'001 -.441 

<.001 .295 

<.001 -.208 

(.001 .057 

<.001 .097 

<.001 .046 

(.001 .388 

<.001 -.463 

<'001 .053 

<.001 .067 

<'001 .142 

<.001 .114 

<'001 .469 

<.001 -.070 

<.025 -.038 

(.001 .066 

<.001 .269 

<.001 .116 

(.001 .050 

<.001 .043 

<.001 .114 

< .001 .044 

R2 

.023 

.002 

.015 

.004 

.079 

.017 

.001 

.060 

.005 

.001 

.002 

.004 

.001 

.004 

.004 

.001 

.003 

.025 

.001 

.002 

.001 

.001 

.001 
======.============CD=~=====c=m.aa=========3====m==.a==~= •• = 



and, felony offenses were _ore likely to result in severe 

treatment than non-felony offenses. 

Coming into contact with the police in the area of 

residence produces some advantage. Resident referrals were 

less likely to result in physical referral than were 

non-resident referrals. Residents also had an additional 

advantage for felony offenses. 
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Referrals initiated by personnel of the Pima county 

Juvenil~ Court (PCJC) ver.e distinctly more likely to lead to 

physical referral than were referrals initiated by the other 

police agencies. The reader is once again referred to 

previous discussion of this finding. 

There was no Bain effect of the number of prior 

referrals. The analysis indicated that the length of the 

legal histories of the juveniles being referred vere 

considered only for offenses against persons, property, or 

drug violations. For these cri_inal offenses, lengthy 

delinquent histories predicted a greater probability of 

physical referral. 

Age was found to distinguish between the Pima County 

Sheriff's Department (PCSD) and all other police 

organizations. Increasing age produced a tendency toward 

more lenient treatment in the Sheriff's Department. Age 

interacted with resident status producing a disadvantage for 

residents. Older juveniles are more likely to be physically 

referred in the areas of their residences than are younger 
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resident juveniles. 

Race interacted with several types of offense to 

produce a hierarchy of the probability of physical referral 

for the various racial groups for the various types of 

offenses (normative qualities). Blacks and Whites were more 

likely to be severely treated for offenses against persons, 

in that order, than other groups. Blacks had a significant 

disadvantage for peace offenses. All groups faced different 

risks of physical referral for status offenses. The BOSt 

disadvantaged were Whites, followed by Hispanics, Indians 

and Blacks, in that order. 

Discussion of Findings 

Age, Police Agency, and Resident status 

The contribution of age to the probability of 

physical referral is positive and curvilinear, with a peak 

contribution being reached at sixteen years. This 

relationship is expected and appears to follow the pattern 

of the association between age and the likelihood of 

engaging in delinquent activity (Hirschi and Gottfredson 

1983). This suggests two interpretations. One, that police 

reactions follow a well established relationship between 

crime and age. Or, two, that police create a portion of 

that relationship through their reactions. The former 

explanation seems more likely because the association 
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between age and delinquency appears in both official and 

self-report data, (Hirschi and Gottfredson 1983; Empey 1982) 

and thus, is unlikely to be the outcoae of police activity 

alone. Indeed, it appears that police react, perhaps 

unwittingly, to a real phenoaenon and attempt to curb the 

relationship between age and delinquent activity through 

aore severe reactions. Whatever the cause of the 

phenomenon, a ceiling exists beyond which juveniles no 

longer receive lenient treatment from the police because of 

their youth. 

Age interacts with resident status so that older 

juveniles are increasingly more likely to be physically 

referred than younger juveniles for offenses in the areas 

where the live. Thus, it appears that police consider older 

juveniles who commit delinquent acts in the areas where they 

live deserving of more severe treatment, possibly because 

older juveniles present a greater threat - especially when 

they commit their offenses in areas where they are possibly 

known. It is also possibile that older juveniles commit 

more serious offenses than younger juveniles in their own 

neighborhoods, and are accordingly afforded more severe 

treatment. While an attractive alternate explanation, this 

cannot be the case. No significant relationship between 

age, residence, and seriousness was located in the analysis. 

It is equally likely that the finding is a statistical 

artifact resulting from the fact that most of the offenses 



committed by the youngest juvenules are in areas proximate 

to their residence. In the present saDple, eighty-four 

percent of the referrals involving juveniles who are twelve 

or less are resident referrals. For those sixteen and 

older, seventy-two percent are non-resident referrals. 

Thus, the finding may be a result of police reactions to 

age. 
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The Sheriff's Department reacts to age differently 

than do the other police agencies under consideration. They 

view increasing age as less deserving of severe treatment. 

The net results of the interactions with age effects are a.) 

for the Sheriff's Department, residents are Dore leniently 

treated until about age fourteen than non-residents, after 

which the advantage of residents diminishes, and b.) for all 

other police units, residents maintain their advantage until 

after fifteen. 

However, the unique effect of being a resident 

insures that residents will be less likely to be physically 

referred, at any age, than non-residents. The net 

contributions of age, resident status, police agency, and 

the interactions of these variables suggest that police 

consider age as a determinant of delinquent behavior. But 

that consideration is anchored in a social setting. The 

slopes of the curves point to the relatively small amount of 

differentiation by age for non-residents. Age affords 

little protection for juveniles who are picked-up by the 



police in areas in which they do not live. The age curves 

also hIghlIght what may be considered the effects of a 

precocious and mobIle debut into delinquency. The greatest 

differentIal between residents and non-residents occurs at 

the youngest ages. Indeed, for the youngest juveniles, 

being referred in the area in which they live, resident 

status virtually eliminates the i.pact of age on the 

probability of more severe treatment. The youngest 

juveniles, when referred as non-residents, are not greatly 

advantaged over the oldest non-resident referrals. Youth 

does not advantage juveniles who move about to commit their 

offenses. 
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Referrals made by the Juvenile Court personnel have 

an added .10 chance of physical referral beyond the effects 

of seriousness and other legal and normative considerations. 

This effect is simply the result of hoy juvenile court 

personnel refer technical violators. 

Perceived Seriousness, Legal category, and Type of Offense 

Previous suggestions of the posItIve contribution of 

seriousness to the probability of more severe treatment are 

upheld in the present analysis. However, the effect is 

curvilinear, indicating some threshold beyond which 

perceived seriousness no longer impacts police referral 

decisions. In essence, a point exists beyond which police 

have no other alternatives available. 
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The knowledge that an offense is a felony also adds 

to the probability of more severe treatment independent of 

seriou~ness. Because the aagnltude of this contribution is 

insufficient to insure a physical referral for all felony 

offenses, it presents a picture of considerable police 

discretion when referring juveniles - even for felony 

offenses. However, when combined with the contribution of 

police perceptions of seriousness, the probability of 

physical referral for more serious offenses is relatively 

high. Table 14 presents the combined contributions of 

police perceptions of seriousness and felony upon the 

probability of physical referral for selected offenses. The 

table shows, for example, that for rape, the combined 

effects of perceived seriousness and felony, predict that 

76.6% of those referred for this offense will be physically 

referred. The table also illustrates the point, that for 

non-felony offenses, notions of perceived seriousness do not 

predict high levels of physical referral. 

Residents are afforded a small advantage for 

felonies. This is unexpected because one would anticipate 

that any advantage would accrue for those resident offenses 

that would seeRingly allow more police discretion, such as 

peace and status offenses. Because this variable meets the 
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Table 14. The Contribution of Perceived Seriousness and 
Felony on the Probability of Physical Referral for Selected 
Offenses. 
=====~==============c========cc============c:============== 

Act Perceived Seriousness* Contribution to 
Physical Referral 

Felony Offenses: 
Homicide** 6053 

Rape 1176 

Robbery 787 

Felony Assault 511 

Burglary 473 

Felony Auto 477 

Sex Offense 276 

Theft 292 

Non-Felony Offenses: 

Joy-riding 271 

Fighting 122 

Marijuana 111 

Shoplifting 107 

Incorrigible 98 

Runaway 45 

Truancy 23 

Prostitution 

Peace 

Technical 

.509 

.167 

.583 

.434 

.412 

.414 

.295 

.305 

.174 

.198 

.073 

.071 

.065 

.030 

.015 

.139 

.133 

.133 
======================================================c==== 
* Perceived seriousness scores are the geometric aaansof 
the magnitude estimates of each act according to the police 
in the jurisdiction. 
** Homicide, rape, robbery, aggravated assault, burglary, 
auto theft, sex offenses, and theft are felonies. 
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criteria of significance (p •• 024), the effect should not 

be dismissed. However, like the interaction between age and 

resident status, it is probable that this finding is an 

artifact of the data. Aaong the youngest juveniles, who are 

very likely to be residents, felonies are rare. 

Number of Prior Referrals 

Prior legal history, i.e., the number of referrals in 

the juvenile's court record, interacts with types of 

offense. The effect of prior referrals is linear and 

positive, but confined to referrals involving lmmediate 

offenses against persons, property, or drugs. For each of 

these criminal offenses, prior offenses are differentially 

evaluated. Previous referrals are most detrimental for 

immediate offenses involving drugs (b = .059), followed by 

property offenses (b = .034) and offenses against persons (b 

= .025). 

This ordering appears problematic. Common sense 

notions of what ought to occur would suggest that any prior 

history of del'.nquent Involvement would count heavily 

against juveniles committing violent offenses. Recollection 

of the impact of perceived seriousness and felony provides 

some understanding. For those offenses that are not 

perceived as the most serious, but are felonies, prior 

referrals account for an increasingly large probability of 

physical referral. The impact of prior referrals Is 



greatest for those offenses where discretion is greatest, 

insuring that when perceptions of seriousness and felony 

have not reached their Baxiaua values, prior records ~ill 

continue to pressure for physical referral. As delinquent 

histories become longer, the impact of priors insures that 

those with long histories and relatively less serious 

im.ediate offenses will have increasingly elevated 

probabilities of physical referral. Coason sense seems 

satisfied. 

103 

The categories for prostitution (sexual norms) and 

technical violations (offenses against the state) make 

direct and positive contributions to the probability of 

physical referral. Technical offenses are especially 

disadvantaged. The F-score value for these offenses is the 

largest in the analysis and points to the dramatic impact of 

offenses against the juvenile justice system on the 

probability of severe treatment. Without any other 

information, fifty-eight percent of all technical referrals 

are expected to be physical. The effect of prostitution 

upon the probability of physical referral is interpreted 

cautiously because teen-age prostitution tends to occur in 

specific areas of the city, and the effect considerably 

over-estimates the probability of physical referral (See 

Table 5). However, at this level of analysis, referrals 

involving prostitution seem likely to result in a physical 

referral. 
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Race and Type of Offense 
Ov 

The only racial group that has~significantly 

different probabilty of physical referral for all delinquent 

acts is Hispanic. While most research locates such a 

disadvantage for Blacks, this finding does not stand either 

as a unique finding or as a contradiction. Lieberson (1981) 

points to the special disadvantage that usually falls upon 

the largest minority in a social unit. Given that 

Hispanics, not Blacks, are the l~rgest minority in the 

jurisdiction, this seems to be an accurate explanation. 

Because this effect is independent, and involves no 

interactions that might indicate otherwise, it may be 

assumed to reflect police bias. However, without 

consideration of context and situation, such a conclusion is 

premature. 

Race also interacts with types of offense. 

Significant disadvantages for Whites and Blacks for offenses 

against persons are located, with Blacks being the more 

severely treated for these offenses. Blacks are also 

subject to elevated probabilities of physical referral for 

offenses involving community norms (peace violations). 

Blacks disturbing the community are somehow different from 

all others doing so. All groups are differentially 

evaluated for offenses against the family (status offenses). 

Whites are most severely treated (b =.46), followed by 



105 

Hispanics (b =.32), Indians (b -.37), and Blacks (b -.28). 

This hierarchy is suggestive of a differential evaluation of 

"families" by police. Apparently, transgressions against 

white families produce more severe reactions from the police 

than infractions involving minority families. These 

interactions between individual race and normative 

categories account for the discrepancy between the 

contributions of seriousness and the observed probabilities 

of physical referral for status offenses. Importantly, the 

finding 1ndicates that the severe treatment of status 

offenses is largely accounted for by normative rather than 

legal considerations. 

Table 15 presents the combined contributions of 

perceived seriousness, legal category and types of offense 

upon the probabiltiy of more severe treatment for each race. 

The effects of seriousness as well as the relatively severe 

treatment afforded to status and technical violations are 

apparent. The contributions of age, resident status, and 

police agency are not included in this presentation. 

Several items require some discussion. As shown in Table 

15, rape appears to be more severely sanctioned than 

homicide. This is an over-estimate. In actuality 100\ of 

homicide referrals were physical and seventy-five percent of 

rape referrals were physical (Table 6). It deserves note 

that minorities are not the most severely treated group for 

many offenses. As example, Whites are most severely treated 
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Table 15. The Net Contributions of Perceived Seriousness, 
Types of Offense, and Felony to the ProbabIlity of Physical 
Referral by Race for Selected Offenses. 
================.ac===================~c======cc=======a==== 

Act Perceived Probability of Physical Referral: 
Seriousness* White Black Hispanic Indian 

Homicide 6053 

Rape 1176 

Robbery 787 

Felony Assllt 511 

Felony Auto 477 

Burglary 473 

Theft 292 

Sex Offense 276 

Joy-riding 271 

Fighting 122 

Marijuana 111 

Shoplifting 107 

Incorrigible 98 

Runaway 45 

Truancy 23 

Prosti tutlon 

Peace 

Technical 

.648 

.906 

.721 

.572 

.414 

.412 

.305 

.433 

.174 

.336 

.073 

.071 

.524 

.490 

.474 

.522 

.133 

.709 

.764 

1.022 

.838 

.689 

.414 

.412 

.305 

.550 

.174 

.452 

.073 

.071 

.342 

.307 

.292 

.522 

.437 

.709 

.567 

.824 

.641 

.492 

.472 

.470 

.362 

.352 

.232 

.256 

.129 

.128 

.438 

.404 

.389 

.580 

.189 

.766 

.509 

.767 

.583 

.433 

.414 

.412 

.305 

.295 

.174 

.198 

.073 

.071 

.438 

.403 

.388 

.522 

.133 

.709 

* Perceived seriousness scores are the geometric means of 
the magnitude estimates of seriousness of each act according 
to police in the jurisdiction. 



107 

for running away; For robbery, Blacks are most severely 

treated; and, for felony auto theft, Hispanics are most 

severely treated. This clearly illustrates the failings of a 

conflict perspective that requires a consistant disadvantage 

for minorities. A Bore complex scheme seems required. 

Legally Relevant Considerations 

A comparison of the contributions to physical 

referral attributable to legal considerations (seriousness 

and felony) and the net contributions of these variables 

plus the contributions of normative considerations 

illustrates the impact of non-legal conditions on police 

decisions. For example, for all race groups, over 90% of 

the probability of the more severe treatment for runaway 

offenses is accounted fox by these non-legal variables. 

This comparison also supports a previous hypothesis about 

the relationship between priors and offenses against 

persons. As shown in Table 16, for offenses against 

persons, as seriousness decreases, the percent of the total 

contribution towards severe treatment made by non-legal 

conditions increases. This suggests that for the Dore 

serious offenses police discretion is somewhat more limited, 

and that most police action involving violent offenses is 

largely governed by legal, rather than social, constraints. 

Alternately, as seriousness declines, police discretion is 
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Table 16. Percent of Contribution toward Physical Referral 
by Extra-legal Characteristics by Race for Selected 
Offenses. 
~==================c=========================a=a===========0 

Act 

Horlicide 

Rape 

Robbery 

Felony Assault 

Felony Auto 

Burglary 

Joy-riding 

Theft 

Sex Offense 

Fighting 

Marijuana 

Shoplifting 

Incorrigible 

Runaway 

Truancy 

Prostitution 

Peace 

Technical 

White 

21\ 

15\ 

19\ 

24\ 

o 

o 

o 

o 

32\ 

41\ 

o 

o 

88\ 

94\ 

97\ 

73\ 

o 

81\ 

Black 

33\ 

25\ 

30\ 

37\ 

o 

o 

o 

o 

46% 

56% 

o 

o 

81\ 

90% 

95\ 

73\ 

70\ 

81\ 

Hispanic 

10\ 

7\ 

9\ 

12% 

13\ 

12\ 

25\ 

16\ 

16\ 

22% 

45\ 

45\ 

85\ 

92\ 

96\ 

76% 

31% 

83\ 

Indian 

o 

o 

o 

o 
o 

o 

o 

o 

o 

o 

o 
o 

85% 

92\ 

96\ 

66\ 

o 

81\ 
=========3.================a=========~======~~==========aa== 
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more susceptible to the influence on extra-legal 

considerations. Simply stated~ in situations involving 

aisdemeanors and status offenses, police are more likely to 

consider other variables in their deciaions. Social norms do 

influence police decisions. However, such influence is 

limited to relatively minor offenses. Physical referral is 

virtually a mandate for the most serious offenses. Police 

simply are constrained by the limited options available to 

express additional condemnation of these crimes. 

Comparison of the Models 

The interaction model significantly improves upon the 

main effects model (p<.OS), and is the preferred model for 

further discussion. Both models contain terms for the 

zero-order relation between the type of referral and age. 

However, the interaction model clearly illustrates the 

curvilinear nature of the age effect: at about fifteen, 

youth ceases benefiting juveniles. Age also serves to 

differentiate between police agencies. The rural Sheriff's 

Department reacts more leniently to juveniles based upon 

their age than do the metropolitan police agencies. The 

interaction model more clearly specifies what appeared as an 

advantage for Whites in the main effects model. While 

Hispanics are the object of a special disadvantage, all 

ethnic groups are differentially treated for specific types 
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of delinquent acts. What appeared as main effects of types 

of offense in the main effects Bodel, appears in the 

interaction model ~~ a phenomenon where all ethnic groups 

face differing probabilities of physical referral depending 

upon the nature of the delinquent act. Tho impact of 

referral history is also clarified in the interaction Bodel. 

Police consider the number of previous referrals only for 

those offenses which pertain to legal violations: offenses 

against persons or property and drug violations. The 

interaction model also specifies an a~v~ntage far ~~sidents 

of an area. Both models specify a zero-order advantage for 

residents. 

Summary 

The contribution of perceived seriousness to the 

probability of physical referral is positive and 

curvilinear, suggesting a threshold beyond which legal 

constraints rather than perceptions of seriousness determine 

the severity of police reactions. The effects of 

seriousness are independent of other variables considered in 

the evaluation. This agrees with previous findings and 

indicates that the contribution of police perceptions of 

seriousness to the probability of more severe treatment is 

not influenced by characteristics of individuals, but is 

solely the result of delinquent acts. This finding does not 

merge easily with a conflict perspective. Minorities or the 
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disadvantaged should receive more harsh treatment for leas 

serious offenses. 

The zero-order contribution of felony offenses makes 

a simllar point. While felony offenses are more likely to 

lead to severe treatment than non-felony offenses, the 

effect is independent of perceptions of soci~l seriousness, 

and thus points to equitable treatment for the most serious 

offenses. This effect is moderated by an interaction with 

resident status that produces an advantage for residents who 

commit felonies. This, while difficult to explain and quite 
, 

probably an artifact, points to the social or normative 

considerations that influence police decisions that do not 

easily merge with a coercive solution to social order. 

The di~ect contrIbution of aqe, being curvilinear and 

positive, follows the same pattern as the contribution of 

age to the likelihood of engaging in delinquent activity. 

Rates of delinquency peak at about sixteen years of age. It 

is at about this age that the probability of physical 

referral also reaches its peak. This pOints towards a 

phenomenon where police possibly react to a real situation, 

increasingly employ more severe treatment as a potential 

deterrent, and cease allowing juveniles a benefit for their 

youth. Age also serves to differentiate between the 

suburban/rural Sheriff's Department and all other police 

agencies. Apparently the Sheriff's Department views 

delinquency at all ages somewhat less deserving of severe 



treatment than do the other police agencies. Perhaps the 

Sheriff's Department, has a different social interpretaion 

of delinquency and age and is more prone to view a certain 

amount of delinquency as "sowing wild oats." 
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The interaction between age and resident status 

suggests that older juveniles who commit their offenses in 

the area 1ft ~ich they live are perceived as more deserving 

of severe treatment, possibly because they are viewed as a 

greater threat to the neighborhood. However, as previously 

discussed, this is equally explicable through the 

relationship between age and the likelihood of committing 

offenses away from home. 

Overall, juveniles who commit their offenses near 

home are more likely to be leniently treated. This effect 

is modified by the interaction between age and resident 

status mentioned above. However, at all ages, for all 

police agencies, the net effect is an advantage for 

residents. This suggests that residents ~e differently 

viewed by the police than are non-resident "out-siders". 

However, the effect may be the result of differential costs 

faced by the police. It may be less costly in time and 

driving distances to take resident juveniles home than to 

drive to the detention center. These elevated costs may act 

as a deterrent to physical referral. This issue will be 

addressed in later analysis. 



Type of offense interacts with race producing a 

hierarchy within types of acts that predicts that the 

various race groups viII be differentially treated. 
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However, the hierarchy is not constant across offenses. ~~ox 

status offenses, Whites are most severely treated; for 

violent offenses, Blacks are most severely treated. Indeed 

this interaction is strongly suggestive of an exchange 

reaction, or solution. Apparently, police view infractions 

against the white family as more serious than infractions 

against minority families. It must be noted that Whites are 

not the most distinctly advantaged for any type of offense. 

These interactions strongly suggest that police react to the 

normative quality of acts and consider violation of these 

norms as requiring differential reactions according to the 

race of the offender. However, a distinct class 

disadvantage for minorities for specific types of offense is 

not apparent. 

A significant disadvantage was located for Hispanics. 

This effect points toward a bias that produces more severe 

treatment for the largest minority in the jUrisdiction. 

However, this effect may also be the result of 

organizational arrangements wherein police practice varies 

according to the ethnic or racial composition of areas. 

Police may be more willing to initiate a physical referral 

in areas which are predominately Hispanic. This type of 

effect would also predict a disadvantage for non-Hispanics 



who live in predominately Hispanic areas. This issue will 

be addressed in later analysis. 
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In order to understand the numeric magnitude of the 

effects of race a simple mathematical procedure is helpful. 

Using the predicted ave:age contribution to the probability 

of physical referral and the number of individuals referred 

to juvenile court for each race group for each type of 

offense, one can compute an average number o£ physical 

referrals and the number of physical referrals predicted for 

each race group. The direct effect for Hispanics would 

predict tbat the Hispanic community would experience 

approximately 103 physical referrals above the average. 

Similarly, the disadvantage for Whites committing status 

offenses would predict approximately twenty extra physical 

referrals for the White community. The disadvantage of 

Blacks committing violent offenses predicts nine extra 

physical referrals for the Black community, and given their 

larger numbers in the sample, Whites would receive nearly 

seventy-two extra physical referrals. Thus, while some 

groups are relatively more disadvantaged in the likelihood 

of physical referral, in terms of numbers of physical 

referrals, other qreups may contribute much greater numbers. 

The relatively small values of the total number of referrals 

over or under the predicted average suggest that too much 

emphasis should not be placed upon what appears as bias in 

the contributions of racial identity to the likelihood of 
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physical referral. 

A comparison of the contributions to more severe 

treatment of perceived seriousness, felony and types of 

offense and the distribution of the frequencies of referral 

according to race and specific offense, Table 17, presents a 

scenario in which a point often missed in discussion of 

delinquency is evident: Gost referrals involve Whites, and 

less frequently omitted, most delinquency involves actions 

which are not perceived as very serious by the police or the 

community. Most of the phenomenon being described involves 

non-violent, non-threatening behavior by Whites. 

No direct effect of delinquent history was located, 

but interactions according to types of offense were. Prior 

offenses were significant only for offenses against persons, 

property or drug norms. This finding indicates that, first, 

prior offenses have no impact on the probabilities of severe 

treatment for technical, status and peace violations. 

Decisions involving these acts are determined through 

perceptions of seriousness, consideration of normative 

qualities, or possibly policy. Second, prior delinquent 

histories increase the probability of severe t~eatment only 

for those offenses which are illegal for both adults and 

juveniles. Third, prior referrals act to insure physical 

referral for the less serious violent, property or drug 

offenses. Technical violations, offenses against the 

juvenile court itself, have a direct and substantial 
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Table 17. Distribution of Referrals for Selected Offenses 
by Race. 
======================================================~===== 

Offense White Black Hispanic Indian 
N \ N \ N \ N \ 

------------------------------------------------------------
Rape 4 100 

Robbery 17 44.7 5 13.2 11 28.9 5 13.2 

Felony Ass'lt 43 40.6 13 12.3 41 38.7 9 8.5 

Burglary 385 51. 7 56 7.5 284 38.1 20 2.7 

Felony Auto 54 62.1 5 5.7 28 32.2 

Sex Offense 47 74.6 3 4.8 12 19.0 1 1.6 

Theft 155 55.6 19 6.8 100 35.6 7 2.5 

Auto Offense 28 63.6 3 6.8 12 27.3 1 2.3 

Simple Ass'lt 216 56.7 35 9.2 119 31.2 11 2.9 

Marijuana 206 58.9 11 3.1 123 35.1 10 2.9 

Shoplifting 606 56.4 87 8.1 366 34.0 16 1.5 

Runaway 422 70.3 44 7.3 122 20.3 12 2.0 

Incorrigible 135 61.1 7 3.2 73 33.0 6 2.7 

Prostitution 14 66.7 1 4.8 6 28.6 

Peace 250 52.1 30 6.3 178 37.1 22 4.6 

Technical 581 67.1 53 6.1 210 24.2 22 2.5 
============================================================ 
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contribution toward more severe treatment by the police. 

All of these E8Sults emphasize the normative considerations 

that effect police decisions. 

No signifIcant contribution was found for gender 

either as a zero-order effect or as a higher order 

interaction. Within the present sample, police do not 

determine the type of referral according to the sex of the 

juvenile involved. In terms of polIce dIscretion, when 

those characteristics of the event available to the police 

are controlled, gender is unimportant. If one accepts women 

as a disadvantaged aggregate, conflict theory suggests that 

a significant contribution to physical referral should be 

found. 

These results indicate that police referral decisions 

are not much determined by characteristics of individuals. 

The only characteristics of individuals that directly 

contributed to the type of referral were age and being 

Hispanic. All other significant contributions involved 

either the direct effects of characteristics of the offense 

or the characteristics of the immediate offense 1n 

interaction with race. As a proportion of explained 

variance, individual characteristics accounted for only 

twenty-eight percent. The bulk of explained variance was 

attributable to either legal or normative considerations. 

The findings also clearly indicate that the referral 

decision is complex. Even without consideration of context 



or situation, a considerable number of individual level 

measures influence the decision. With more complete 

discussion ~~s~rved for later chapters, generally, the 

normative or exchange explanations seem at least as viable 

as those based upon coercion or conflict. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THE INFLUENCES OF CONTEXTUAL AND SITUATIONAL 

CHARACTERISTICS ON POLICE DISCRETION 

Following Kornhauser's (1978, pp. 1-20) advice that 

competent theory and investigation requires a separation of 

structural and situational effects from the impact of 

individual characteristics, the present chapter focuses on 

the influence of structural and situational influences on 

police decisions. 

additional merit. 

Such an investigation possesses 

First, while good evidence of such 
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effects are difficult to locate, it presents the occasion to 

assess the impact of economic constraints, such as driving 

time and distance, upon police referral decisions. 

Referrals are located in specific locations. Not all occur 

at the detention center. Given the assumption that all 

police units receive equal mileage budgets, those units 

patrolling outlying areas should hesitate to physically 

refer juveniles. High levels of physical referral would 

quickly consume the allotted mileage. Similarly, if 

personnel are distributed equally among units, those at 

greater distances from the detention center should be 

reluctant to refer physically. The time required to enact 

the referral, independent of the driving d!stance, may 

produce a temporary condition of being under-staffed within 



the area of patrol. These possibilities seem feasible. 

Both of the hypotheses require knowledge of police budgets 

and manpower distributions for co.plete assessment. This 
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information is not available for the present research. That 

does not mean, however, that the potential for locating such 

constraints is not present. 

Such an investigation also allows an assessment of 

community that specifies areas of the city that are 

recipients of differential treatment by the police 

independent of the types of people who live there. Thus, 

differential police organization or policy will be evident. 

Such information is not visible in analyses employing only 

individual level characteristics. 

Many studies have incorporated contextual 

characteristics of communities into theories of delinquency, 

police activity, and social control. Early social 

disorganization theory (Shaw and Mckay, 1969, 1942; Shaw et. 

ale 1929) was developed from such a study. Rates of 

delinquency, the product of police reaction to individuals 

and their acts, were found to vary systematically with the 

radial distance of an area from the center of the city. 

Shaw and McKay claimed no special importance for the exact 

distance, but rather focused upon the characteristics of the 

city that were correlated with this distance, specifically 

focusing upon aggregate level income, aggregate level 

mobility, and heterogeneity of an area (Kornhauser, 1978). 



These conditions, especially poverty, lead to social 

disorganization and community instability and, eventually, 

to delinquency. The thrust of their theory is that the 

ecological distribution of social conditions within a city 

determine some level of delinquency. Areas that are 

characterized by poverty, minority and foreign-born 

populations, and mobile populations are associated with 

elevated rates of crime and delinquency. 
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DeFleur (1975), in an investigation of arrest 

locations in Chicago, located biases in police arrest data 

that fluctuated with public pressures towards a particular 

climate of social control. As the result of an interaction 

between the police, the public, the type of offenses 

processed, the types of offenders processed, and where they 

were arrested varied. Her data illustrate that while, 

within areas, arrests may move from a focal point of 

schools, to businesses, to drug addict's homes, the 

concentrations of arrest rates remain relatively stable 

within general areas of the community. Overall, arrest 

rates remain concentrated in disadvantaged neighborhoods. 

The geopraphic patterns of police reactions remain focused 

upon identifiable genezal areas during the thirty year time 

period that her data covered even while the specific types 

of offenses comprising the overall rate vary considera~ly. 

The distribution of police propensity to arrest appears to 

be focused geographically upon specifiable areas of the 
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community. 

Routine activity theory (Cohen and Felson, 1979; 

Cohen, 1981), which draws attention to the availability of 

offenders, the availability of targets, and the lack of 

guardians, focuses on specific locations within the 

community. Shopping malls are an example. With large 

numbers of people, and goods, and few guardians, one would 

expect that large numbers of referrals would originate in 

these areas. They do. In the present study, the four areas 

with shopping malls account for 9.8\ of all referrals. 

Because of the volume of offenses at these malls, and the 

driving distance and time involved in effecting a physical 

referral from them, police may be reluctant to employ 

physical referral. These costs may act as constraints upon 

the police. The nearest mall is over six miles from the 

detention center and, assuming normal traffic, fifteen 

minutes are required to drive there. The most distant mall 

is sixteen miles and over thirty minutes from the detention 

center. 

Black (1976) presents a theory of law and social 

control based on relational space and essentially determines 

police reactions in terms of stratification, morphology, 

culture and organization. Stratification is measured in 

terms of wealth (p. 13) and virtually any measure of wealth 

is adequate, This measure is said to apply to individuals, 

groups or areas (p. 20) with those having less wealth 



facing increased probabilities of severe treatment at the 

hands.of the law. Thus, the poor and the neighborhoods in 

which they are concentrated, should experience a harshness 

from the police that their more fortunate counterparts do 

not. 
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Morphology, or relational distance, also predicts 

severe treatment by the law. Regardless of level of 

measurement, the divorced, the unmarried, and the young 

should experience elevated probabilities of receiving 

sanctions within the legal system (p. 54). Those who are 

not as intimately involved in primary relationships, and the 

areas in which they are concentrated, will be subjected to 

more law. And within any area; those who are not residents 

will experience more harsh treatment at the hand of the 

police (pp. 44, 47). The young, because of marginal 

integration into society, will experience similar severe 

treatment. 

Those belonging to the dominant culture should be 

advantaged over those from minority cultures within a 

society (pp. 68-69, 79). The foreign-born, the non-English 

speaking will be harshly treated. Their neighborhoods will 

also receive more severe attention from the police and the 

law. Similarly, the cultured or educated individuals, 

groups or areas should be preferentially treated by the law 

and its aqents (p. 67). 



124 

Levels of social organization also determine police 

behavior. Managers have more organization than workers (p. 

103), pr imar lly as a result of membership in vOluntar'y 

associations. Thus, managers and areas with concentrations 

of managers will be treated more leniently than areas 

without them. 

Given Black's theory that attempts to explain the 

behavior of the law and the police, it seems reasonable to 

attempt an analysis using the variables referred to in the 

foregoing to describe police discretion in the referral 

situation. This appears to be especially attractive because 

the theory assumes that knowledge of specific legal 

definitions is superfluous in deteraination of police 

activity (Gottfredson and Hindelang, 1979a,b). 

Thus, following Black (1976) the following variables 

should be adequate to specify the behavior of the police 

when making referral decisions: 

Percent of area that is minority with possible 

distinctions according to specific minority group, 

i.e., Black, HispanIc, Native American; 

Measures of income distribution, such as, housing 

values, median income levels, per capita income, or 

percent below poverty; 

Measures of status, such as percent with colleqe 

educations, or managerial positions; 

Measures of culture, such as being foreign-born or 
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being non-English speaking; and lastly, 

Measures of instability or being unattached, such as 

percent w~o have moved recently, percent 

female-headed household, or simply percent under 

eighteen years. 

This is an extensive number of variables. Howevez, the 

intent of the present investigation is to develop a model 

that will be used later in conjunction with the previous 

analysis of individual characteristics and their influence 

upon police discretion. 

Such an analysis does not ignore social 

disorganization theory. Indeed, investigation of the impact 

of low levels of education, foreign, non-English speaking 

populations, and low income values on aspects of delinquency 

is basic to disorganization theory as well. While 

incorporating a large number of variables in the 

investigation, the expectation is that, in the final 

analysis, those variables associated with social 

disorganization, poverty, heterogeniety, and mobilty, will 

have the greatest impact. 

Description of the Jurisdiction 

The jurisdiction under study, Pima County, Arizona, 

has a population of 531,400 (1980 census). The jurisdiction 

is a SMSA for census purposes. The majority of the 

population (85.0%) resides within the metropolitan area of 
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Tucson, Arizona. The city is located approximately sixty 

miles north of Mexico in southeastern Arizona. The 

metropolitan area is isolated geographically, surrounded by 

miles of desert, which adds to its desirability in the 

present analysis. Virtually all referrals to the juvenile 

court involve offenses that occur within the jurisdiction by 

residents of the jurisdiction. 

The SMSA includes two Indian reservations that do not 

fall under the jurisdiction of the juvenile court. The 

reservations have a separate court system. Under normal 

circumstances, the police transfer all reservation oi~ender5 

to that system. As a result, these two areas, both unique 

census tracts, were not included in the analysis. An Air 

Force base is adjacent to the city. Delinquent offenses 

that occur on the base are processed by base personnel if 

the offense is attributed to a resident of the base. 

However, this is not always the case, and is never the case 

if the offender is not a resident of the base. The 

referrals of juveniles who live on the base and all 

referrals that were initiated there are included in the 

analysis. Distribution of characteristics of the census 

tracts (1980 Census) selected for analysis are presented in 

Table 18. 
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Table 18. Distribution of Aggregate Characteristics of the 
Jurisdiction (1980 Census) 
============================================================ 
Characteristic SMSA Value Lov Value High Value 

Racial Compos1tion: 
\ Minority 28.9\ 5\ 95\ 

\ Hispanic 22.2\ 5% 95\ 

\ Black 2.9\ <1' 25\ 

\ Native American 2.9\ <1\ 19\ 

Income Distribution: 
Median $56,300 $20,000 $130,000 
Housing 

Median $15,769 $ 4,400 $ 44,300 
Income 

Per capita $ 7,147 $ 2,100 $ 15,700 
Income 

\ Below Poverty 13.0\ 2\ 64\ 

Class Measures: 
\ Managerial 26.5\ 8\ 52% 

\ vi College 20.7\ 5\ 50% 

Cultural Indicators: 
% No English, 9.0\ 1\ 45\ 

Juvenlles 

\ No English, 12.9\ 1\ 25% 
Adults 

\ Foreign-born 6.9\ 1\ 20\ 

Instability Variables: 
\ Moved in 28.3\ 20\ 90\ 
last 5 yrs. 

\ Female Headed 8.2\ 1% 20% 

% under 18 17.8\ 1\ 40\. 

============================================================ 
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The jurisdiction has a sizable minority population, 

most of which are Hispanic. However, the Hispanic 

population is not equally distributed throughout the county. 

The general area adjacent to the historical center of the 

city and the area immediately south of that location are 

over seventy percent Hispanic. The area known as the 

Foothills, a suburban area to the north and east of the 

city, has less than five percent Hispanic residents. Census 

tract 11, part of the barriO, is ninety-three percent 

Hispanic. South Tucson is eighty-three percent Hispanic. 

Overall, the jurisdiction has few Black residents. 

Comprising about three percent of the population, Blacks are 

concentrated in two areas: an area adjacent to the juvenile 

court detention center and a small area north of the 

downtown and university areas. The non-reservation, Native 

American populations are located adjacent to the downtovn 

area. Census tract 12 has a population that is nineteen 

percent Indian; census tract 23 is eleven percent Indian. A 

remote mining community, Ajo (census tract 50), has fourteen 

percent Native American residents. Most census tracts have 

few, if any, Native American residents. 

The community has a diverse distribution of income. 

Measures of median housing values range from a high of 

$131,000 in census tract 4705, located in the Foothills, to 

a low of $20,000 in census tract II, located in the barrio. 

The general Foothills area has median housing values of over 
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$100,000, while the central city/ barrio area has median 

housing values of less than $25,000. Median family income 

ranges from $4,400 in the immediate downtown area to $44,300 

in census tract 4705. Once again, high income is 

concentrated in the Foothills and low income areas are 

located in the central city. Per capita income follows a 

pattern similar to that of median family income. However, 

the distribution of the lowest measures are somewhat 

different. Because of large family size, the barrio area, 

has the lowest measures of per capita income. A negative 

measure of income, the percent of the population living 

below the poverty level, is somewhat differently located 

within the community. Poverty is concentrated in the 

immediate area surrounding the downtown area. Alternately, 

the lack of poverty is situated in the Foothills area. 

Concentrations of those with college degrees and 

those with managerial positions occur in the Foothills and 

university areas. Non-managerial positions are located on 

the south side of the metropolitan area and in the barrio; 

those without college educations are concentrated in the 

south-central section of the city. 

Populations of non-English speaking adults and 

juveniles are located in the barrio area, the university 

area, and an area adjacent to the Air Force base on the 

south central side of the city. Foreign-born populations 

are generally located in the same general areas. 
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Several measures of social instability of areas are 

also distributed throughout the jurisdiction in an uneven 

manner. Those areas with the largest concentrations of 

people who did not live in the SMSA five years ago are 

located in the suburbs and the area surrounding the 

university and the Air Force base. Those areas with the 

lowest proportion of newly located residents are found 

adjacent to the barrio. Areas with the largest proportions 

of female-headed households are found in a strip running 

north and south through the center of the city. Those areas 

with the fewest female-headed households are found in the 

suburban areas on the north and east sides of the city. 

Concentrations of juvenile populations are generally 

situated on the south side of the city. Areas with few 

juveniles are located in the central city. 

Methods 

A system of categorical, linear and dummy variables 

was constructed to reflect the characteristics of each 

census tract in the jurisdiction. categorical variables 

were employed for many measures for several reasons. First, 

this facilitated data preparation. Second, previous 

research (Mawby, 1981) found evidence that police react to 

generalized categories of community characteristics rather 

than to small increments. Lastly, the categorizations 

constructed are sufficiently narrow to allow considerable 



variation. It is unlikely that they will mask significant 

effects. 
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Four measure were chosen to reflect the racial 

composition of each census tract. First, the percent of the 

population of each census tract that was minority, i.e., 

non-white or Hispanic, which ranged from less than five 

percent to ninty-five percent, was classified in intervals 

of five, ,with the resulting categorical variable having 

values from 5 through ,95. Similarily, a second categorical 

variable representing the percent of the population of each 

census tract that was Hispanic was constructed. This 

variable also had a range from 5 to 95. A linear variable p 

ranging from 1 through 25, was employed to represent the 

percent of each census tract that was Black. The percent of 

each census tra,.::t that was Native American was also used as 

a linear variable with values from 1 through 19. 

Four measures were chosen to reflect the relative 

income of the census tracts: median housing values, median 

family income, per capita income and the percent of the 

population of the census tract living beneath the federal 

poverty level. Each of thes,e was classified into a 

categorical variable, with intervals of five. Median 

housing value, expressed in terms of tens of thousands of 

dollars, ranged from 20 to 130; median family income, also 

expressed in terms of thousands of dollars, from 5 to 40; 

per capita income, expressed in terms of thousands of 
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dollars, from 5 to 1,0; and the percent below poverty from 5 

to 60. 

The two measures selected to assess some notion of 

class, the percent of the census tract that held managerial 

occupations and the percent of the population that had 

completed four years of college were used to construct 

categorical variables. The managerial variable was 

aggregated into intervals of five percent, and ranged from 5 

to 50. The education variable, also in intervals of five, 

ranged from 5 to 50. 

Two variables, the percent of the adult population 

who did not speak English and the percent of the juvenile 

population who did not speak English, were categorized in 

intervals of five percent. The percent of the adult 

population not speaking English ranged from 5 through 25. 

The variable representing the lack of English usage among 

juveniles ranged from 5 through 45. Foreign-born 

populations were similarly categorized with a variable range 

from 5 to 20. 

Social instability of census tracts was assessed 

through the use of three variables: percent of the 

population who had moved into the SHSA within the last five 

years, percent of households headed by females, and percent 

of the population under the age of eighteen. From each of 

these measures, categorical variables with interval widths 

of five percent were constructed. The mobility variable 



ranged from 5 to 90, the percent female-headed households 

ranged from 5 to 20, and the percent under age eighteen 

ranged from 5 to 40. 

133 

Dummy variables were constructed to locate the major 

shopping malls. Similar dummy va~iables specify the census 

tracts containing the university, the downtown area, the Air 

Force base and the three rural communities of Green Valley, 

Catalina and Ajo. An identical procedure was utilized to 

locate the community of South Tucson. 

Driving distance, measured by the number of miles 

from the location of the referral to the detention center, 

was entered into the analysis as a linear variable ranging 

from one to thirty. Driving time from the location of the 

referral to the detention center was catego~lzad 1n 

intervals of five minutes. The variable ranged from ten to 

thirty. 

In the present analysis all referrals were classifed 

according to one dichotomous individual level measure: 

whether the referral involved a resident of the census tract 

of the offense. Residents were coded 1 and non-residents 

were coded zero. Lastly all referrals were classified 

according to the police agency initiating the referral. 

Referrals from the metrolopitan police unit, the Sheriff's 

Department, and the personnel from the Juvenile Court were 

alternately coded as 1, all others as zero. The police from 

South Tucson were not entered into this dummy coding because 
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the variable would have been identical to the dummy variable 

created to represent the community. 

statistical Methods 

Data on the number of referrals originating in each of 

the ninety-six census tracts were arranged so that a 

response variable,i.e., the type of referral, was classified 

according to the census tract of the referral, and the 

resident status of the juvenile. The values of the 

structural and situational variables associated with each 

census tract were then attached to each classification. The 

dependent variable was the ratio of physical referrals to 

paper referrals for each census tract. The explanatory 

variables were the characteristics of the census tracts. 

This cross-classification was analyzed using the minimum 

chi-square logit regression technique. Thus, while 

investigating the contrasts between census tracts through 

the cross-classification by census tract, differences within 

census tracts were simultaneously assessed through the 

regression of the characteristics of census tracts upon the 

response logit or ratio. Because of this ability to 

evaluate differences between and within categories, the 

minimum chi-square regression is particularily attractive as 

an investigative technique (Knoke and Burke 1981). 

Addltlonally, the method is especially suited to analyses 

involving a dichotomous dependent variable (Duncan 1978). 
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The method also permits the parsimonious investigation of 

the contribution of factors upon the response, i.e., employs 

fewer degrees of freedom than other methods, and generally 

1s more accurate, i.e., produces smaller standard errors of 

parameter estimates, than other discriminant analysis 

techniques (Flenberg 1977, pp. 107-116). 

In this technique, the logit (Y) is the natural 

logarithm of the ratio between a particular response, 

physical referral, in comparison to the alternate 

possibility, paper referral. The odds, or the likelihood of 

physical referral, are expressed in terms of this ratio 

between type5 of referral within any cross-classification 

category. For example, if the odds, or likelihood, of 

physical referral are equal to those of citation referral, 

the odds would be one and the logarithm of the logit would 

be zero. Negative values of the log-odds would indicate 

that physical referral is less likely than paper referral; 

positive values would indicate that physical referral is the 

more likely response. 

The linear model is expressed in the general form: 

log Y = a + blxl + b2x2 + ••• bnxn + e, 

where a is a constant or intercept value, xl, x2 ••• xn are 

the factors or variables entered into the analysis, b1, b2 

bn are the loglinear form of the coefficients expressing 

the impact of the factor upon the response logit, and e is 

an error term. 
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A factor is retained in the formula when it 

significantly improves (p<.05) upon models with fewer 

constraints, i.e., models with fewer factors or variables in 

the equation, and, simultaneously, is found to make a 

statistically significant contribution to the explanation of 

the variation of the response logits. As the analysis 

proceeds, should a previously entered factor become 

non~significant due to the superior explanatory power of a 

factor entered later, the non-significant factor is removed 

from the formula. The process continues, using only 

zero-order factors, until a model is obtained which contains 

only statistically adequate terms. A model is adequate as a 

description of the associations located in the data when it 

describes the data at a critical value that would be 

obtained by chance (p >.05). 

A second analysis including higher-order interactions 

was also conducted. Terms expressing the interactions 

between terms were systematically entered into the analysis 

after the determination of a main effects model, subjected 

to the same statistical criteria as in the above analysis, 

and rejected or retained as required. This model was 

compared to the main effects model. 

Findings from the Main Effects model 

The initial analysis of structural and situational 

conditions upon the likelihood of physical referral produced 
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a model (Chi-sq. = 438.2, 303 df.) that significantly 

improved upon a model of no association (Chi-sq. = 752.3, 

316 df.) between the explanatory variables and the outcome 

of police discretion at the time of referral. The results 

of this analyis are presented in Table 19. The lIIIlodel is 

quite far from satisfying this criterion of statistical 

adequacy. Thus, at this level of analysis, one may conclude 

that, given the variables selected, situational and 

structural conditions alone are not sufficient to describe 

police reactions toward juveniles. However, the model does 

Table 19. Results of Minimum Chi-square Logit Regression 
Analysis of Main Effects of structural and Situational 
Characteristics on the Type of Referral. 
============================================================ 
Variable log b s.e. Chi-square p 
============================================================ 
Juvenile Court 1. 70 .17 36.3 <.001 

Tucson Mall -1.03 .10 40.4 <.001 

Park Mall - .77 .09 25.3 <.001 

So. Tucson - .76 .13 12.0 <.001 

% Minority - .02 .003 13.1 <'001 

% Hispanic .02 .003 15.9 <.001 

% Black - .03 .005 18.2 <.001 

% Below Poverty - .03 .003 42.8 <'001 

Median Housing - .005 .001 5.2 <.025 

Constant - .78 

============================================================ 
Chi-Square = 438.2, df=307, P <.001 



provide some insight into those area factors that may 

influence police decisions. 
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Referrals initiated by juvenile court personnel are 

much more likely to result in physical referral than those 

initiated by other police agencies. The community of South 

Tucson, or its police force, is more reluctant to employ 

physical referral than other communities or police agencies. 

Shopping malls, as areas, also predict lower likelihoods of 

physical referral. Areas that are heavily minority and 

areas with concentrations of Black populations are also 

somewhat protected fzom physical referral. However, as the 

percentage of these areas becomes increasingly comprised of 

Hispanics, the advantage disappears. Areas that are 

predominately inhabited by the poor also appear to obtain 

some advantage. The negative coefficient for median housing 

valuse also indicates a protection from physical referral 

for those areas with costly housing. 

Because this model does not satisfy criteria for 

statistical adequacy it cannot be assumed to accurately 

describe the association between structural and situational 

conditions and police referral practice. It may, however, 

provide a guide for those conditions that may influence 

police referral decisions. To move beyond the point of 

assuming that the variables may temper, but seldom 

determine, police discretion, would be unwarranted at this 
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stage of analysis. 

Findings from the Interaction Model 

A second analysis designed to locate a model based on 

structural and situational conditions was attempted. This 

analysis employed all two- and three-way interactions as 

well as all zero-order factors in an attempt to describe 

referral. A model that statistically improved upon the main 

effects model and provided an adequate description of the 

data (p =.104) was obtained. The equation for the model is 

presented in Table 20. Give the large sample size and the 

resulting ease with which anyone factor may meet 

requirements of statistical significance, the model must be 

discussed cautiously. 

The model is complex, as is the actual configuration 

of the conditions that influence police discretion. The 

various income measures suggest that wealthier areas are 

"protected" and poorer areas "unprotected" from physical 

referral. Yet, high housing values and a large percentage 

of managerial workers appear to predict a greater likelihood 

of physical referral. Largely minority areas have lower 

likelihoods of physical referral - unless they are largely 

Hispanic, Black or foreign-born. The lack of English among 

both juveniles and adults suggests a tendency toward p~per 

referral. Concentrations of female-headed households, newly 

located populations and children all indicate a police 
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Table 20. Results of Logit Regression Analysis of the 
Effects of structural and Situational Characteristics upon 
the Type of Referral. 
============================================================ 
Variable 

Main Effects: 

Percapita Income 

% Below Poverty 

% Managerial 

Housing Values 

Median Income 

% Minority 

% Hispanic 

% Black 

% Foreign 

% No English Adult 

% No English, <18 

Resident Status 

Juvenile Court 

% Female-Headed 

% Moved 

% under 18 years 

(continued) 

log b 

-.153 

.026 

.033 

.033 

-.168 

-.177 

.155 

.724 

.061 

-.108 

-.019 

-.272 

1.631 

.111 

.051 

.019 

s.e. 

.016 

.005 

.005 

.008 

.015 

.014 

.015 

.072 

.007 

.012 

.004 

.071 

.143 

.020 

.010 

.004 

Chi-square 

24.47 

7.65 

9.16 

4.37 

31. 73 

43.47 

29.59 

26.68 

21.55 

20.72 

4.58 

3.95 

33.19 

8.06 

6.86 

5.73 

p 

<.001 

<'01 

<.01 

<.05 

<.001 

<.001 

<.001 

<.001 

<.001 

<.001 

<.05 

<.05 

<.001 

<.01 

<.01 

<.025 



Table 20. (continued) 

Variable log b 

Interactions: 

Time x % Minority .009 

Time x % Hispanic -.009 

Time x % F.H.H. -.008 

Distance x % Min. -.007 

Distance x % Hisp. .009 

% Blk. x % No Eng, J .005 

% Blk. x % No Eng, A -.008 

% Blk. x % Mgr. -.005 

% Blk. x Md. Income .009 

% Blk. x % Moved -.012 

% Min. x % F.P-.H. -.001 

% Min. x % Moved .001 

% No Eng,J x %F.H.H. .003 

% No Eng,A x Md. Inc. .007 

Housing x % Moved -.001 

Housing x Md. Income .002 

% Indian x % Foreign .007 

Resident x % College -.013 

Resident x % Mgr. 

constant 

.036 

-1. 751 

s.e. 

.001 

.001 

.001 

.001 

.001 

.001 

.002 

.001 

.002 

.001 

.0002 

.0001 

.001 

.001 

.0001 

.0001 

.001 

.006 

.006 

Chi-square 

37.71 

32.25 

24.93 

13.62 

16.89 

20.77 

6.15 

5.90 

4.22 

25.80 

10.73 

4.77 

4.29 

22.96 

11.16 

36.14 

9.16 

4.97 

8.03 
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p 

<.001 

<'001 

<.001 

<.001 

<.001 

<.001 

<.025 

<.025 

<.05 

<.001 

<.01 

<.05 

<.05 

<.001 

<.001 

<'001 

<'01 

<.05 

<'01 

============================================================ 
Chi-square = 310.55, df = 281, P =.104 
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tendency towards physical referral. Travel time interacts 

with the percent of an area that is minority to the 

disadvantage of outlying areas, unless the minority is 

largely Hispanic, in which case the disadvantage is largely 

offset. Travel time also protects outlying areas with 

relatively high concentrations of female-headed households. 

Areas that are high in minority populations and have 

concentrations of female headed-house holds accrue an 

additional, small advantage. 

Distance functions similarly to time, but in an 

opposite direction. Minority areas are protected from 

physical referral by distance from the detention center, 

unless the population of the area is Hispanic, in which case 

a tendenct toward physical referral accumulates. Areas with 

Black popul~~ions and concentrations of non-English speaking 

juveniles are somewhat more harshly treated, unless there 

are also concentrations of non-english speaking adults - a 

condition that produces a somewhat larger tendency towards 

paper referral. Areas of Black population are the more 

likely sites of physical referral if there are 

concentrations of female-headed households. Black areas are 

additionally disadvantaged by the presence of a high median 

income. In Black area with a sizable proportion of the 

population in managerial positions, a tendency toward 

leniency is found, unless the area has a high median income. 

Black areas with high rates of newly located families are 
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more likely to produce paper referrals. However, if the 

area has a high level of minority re&ldents, this advantage 

is diminished slightly. 

High housing values interact with newly located 

populations to produce a slight advantage away from physical 

referral. Yet, median income interacts with housing values 

to produce a tendency toward physical referral. Arp.as with 

concentrations of both Native Americans and foreign-born are 

subject to a greater likelihood of physical referral. 

Resident status, a situatonal variable, predicts a 

lowered probability of physical referral. Additionally, 

resident status interacts with the percent of the area who 

completed college to increase this tendency away from 

physical referral. These "advantages" are offset in those 

areas with high levels of managerial occupations. 

Discussion 

Frankly, many of these findings defy interpretation 

without identification of those areas of the county upon 

which they focus. Essentially, the model divides the county 

into those areas where residents are more likely to be 

physically referred and areas where non-residents are more 

likely to be physically referred. Those areas in which 

physical referral is more likely for non-residents are 

located in the north-central city area, The Eleon mall area, 

the south-western section of the city, an area adjacent to 
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the Air Force base, and the area of the suburbs known as the 

Sabino Canyon area. Areas in which physical referral for 

residents is more likely are generally located in the 

peripheral areas of the city and the suburbs and rural 

areas. In the outlying communities of Green Valley and Ajo 

physical referral is more likely for residents. Generally, 

in the central portions of the city, physical referral is 

the more likely outcome for both residents and 

non-residents. 

In sum, the result of the contributions of structrual 

variables divide the jurisdiction into three types of areas: 

areas in ~hich physical referral is the more likely form of 

all referrals; areas in which physical referral is more 

likely for residents; and other areas where physical 

referral is more likely for non-residents. Each of these 

areas is unique in thei£ combinations of the various 

characteristics considered in the analysis. Of those areas 

in which non-residents are more likely to experience 

physical referral, the area near the Air Force base is 

characterized by the highly mobile, minority and Black 

populations. This area is also characterized by a 

concentration of children under eighteen. The population of 

the Sabino Canyon area is largely white, wealthy, educated 

and managerial, with median housing values over $100,000. 

The area also has a large number of childer under eighteen. 

The south-western section of the city is lower income, 
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Hispanic and foreign-born,_ with low housing value~ and 

concentrations children and non-English speaking 

populations. The north-central city may be characterized as 

heterogeneous with concentrations of Hispanics, Blacks, and 

Native Americans, as well as female-headed households. The 

area surrounding EICon mall is largely white, with 

concentrations of children and moderately high income and 

housing values. Thus, it 1s difficult to specify any simple 

set of factors that determine an increased likelihood of 

physical referral for non-residents. However, several 

general conditions seem to predominate: concentrations of 

children, minorities, low income and, alternately, high 

levels of status and income. 

The areas in which physical referral is more likely 

for residents are generally white, moderate to high income 

and housing values, without concentrations of minorities, 

foreign-born, nOH-English speaking or children. 

Essentially, these areas appear to be middle-class. The 

only exception to this is the community of Ajo, which is 

largely lower-income and Hispanic. However, this community 

has less than two percent of its referrals accounted for by 

non-residents and is the location of a sub-station detention 

center which facilitates physical referral in that 

community. 

Those areas in which physical referral is the more 

likely for both residents and non-residents are 



characterized by the same conditions that are generally 

assumed to reflect social disorganization, yet have 
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relatively high levels of income. The downtown area seems 

an anomaly. It may reflect a high level of referrals for no 

other reason than it is the downtown area. There are almost 

no juvenile residents, many non-resident referrals and, 

because of the location of the Tucson Police Department, 

high levels of surveillance. 

The model points to differential police organization 

wherein police are more likely to employ physical referral 

when confronting non-resident juveniles 1n those areas that 

are socially disadvantaged and in those areas that are ve~y 

socially advantaged. Alternately, in most disadvantaged 

areas residents are more likely to be paper referred. In 

the advantaged areas, both resident and non-resident 

offenders are likely to be physically referred. Residents 

are more likely to be physically referred in middle class 

neighborhoods. 

Summary 

While the model suggests that many contextual 

conditions influence the type of referral initiated by the 

police, the meaning of these effects is unclear once one 

moves beyond gross generalizations. However, the 

implications of the model are not. Generally, police are 

more likely to enact physical referrals in disorganized 
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areas - but only for non-resident offenders. They are also 

more likely to initiate physical referral for residents in 

middle-class neighborhoods. In socially advantaged areas 

they are more likely to refer physically all offenders 

regardless of resident status. Given the complexity of the 

model and the simplicity of the explanation, the model seems 

to be poorly specified. Sociological variables were 

employed when a model locating the various police patrols, 

teams and departments may have produced identical findings. 

If so, the conclusions would not have been different. 

Police patrol different areas of the community differently 

for reasons that are not specifically linked to 

characterisitcs of the area. They may reflect budgetary 

limiations, administration policy, or a systematic 

interaction between the police and complainants. In any 

case, the information necessary to test theee possibilities 

is not available in the present data set. 

However, the findings are not unimportant. It is not 

trivial to develop a model that adequately explains the 

probability of a particular police decision without 

incorporating the characteristics of individuals or 

offenses. This finding appears to lend support to Black's 

(1976) contention that police behavior may be determined 

through consideration of sociological measures. However, 

this support appears to be questionable. The finding that 

it is non-residents of the most disadvantaged areas who are 
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most likely to be physically referred in these areas 

seriously questions the notion that the disadvantaged will 

be most harshly treated. The finding that residents of 

middle class areas are more likely to be physically referred 

in the areas in which they live does not easily coincide 

with the idea that the most marginal areas and residents 

will be more harshly treated. Similarly, finding that in 

the most advantaged areas, both residents and non-residents 

are more likely to receive harsh, rather than the more 

lenient referral, does not follow Black's hypotheses. At 

best, the hypotheses need considerable revision to reflect 

not only differential police organization, but also the fact 

that this organization is not directed monotonically toward 

the impediment of the socially disadvantaged. 

However, these findings do not preclude the necessity 

of additional investigation. The police do not determine 

types of referral solely through knowledge of the 

characteristics of the area where offenses occur. This 

would require that knowledge of offenses is trivial 

information to the police. It would also suggest that 

police do not condsider characteristics of individuals. The 

age, sex, race and legal histories of offenders simply would 

not be required to explain police reactions. Knowledge of 

the area of offense would be sufficient. This seems 

improbable. It is apparent that an assessment of the impact 

of contextual and situational variables requires an 
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investigation that incorporates these variables as well as 

variables that conceptualize the contribution of individual, 

legal and normative traits of individuals and acts upon 

police decisions to refer juveniles. 



CHAPTER V 

THE IMPACT OF INDIVIDUAL AND CONTEXTUAL 

CHARACTERISTICS ON POLICE DISCRETION 
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Two equations expressing the probability of physical 

referral have been developed. The first included individual 

level measure of the characteristics of juveniles and their 

delinquent acts. The second included aggregate level 

measures of the context in which the referrals occurred. 

The individual level model indicated that police discretion 

in terms of the type of referral enacted was largely 

deterained by the characteristics of the acts rather than 

the characteristics of the juveniles. The results of the 

aggregate level were statistically adequate to describe the 

data but lacked clear theoretical implications. While a 

considerable number of contextual variables had an impact 

upon the likelihood of physical referral, the pattern of 

police activity seemed more indicative of police 

organization than reactions to the ecological distribution 

of structural conditions throughout the jurisdiction. 

However, the findings were suggestive: given 

simultaneous control of individual level measurements, some 

contextual conditions may influence the type of referral 

employed by police. This is the exact goal of the present 

analysis: determination of those contextual conditions that 



significantly influence police discretion while 

simultaneously assessing the impact of the characteristics 

of the offenses and offenders. 

Methods 
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The variables reflecting the individual 

characteristics of juveniles, their acts and referral 

histories and the variables previously employed in the 

contextual analysis weze entered into a multivariate 

discriminant function regression analysis. Once again, the 

dependent variable was the type of referral initiated by the 

police. 

analyses. 

analysis. 

Coding schemes were those utilized in the previous 

Cases were not aggregated as in the contextual 

Rather, each referral was coded according to the 

characteristics of the juvenile and the characteristics of 

the area in which the referral occurred. All main-effects, 

two-way and three-way interactions were considered. All 

variables were entered simultaneously. Those not making a 

significant contribution (p>.05) were eliminated one at a 

time until only those variables that significantly improved 

the explanation of the type of referral remained. It was 

decided to retain terms in the analysis at the conventional 

.05 level of significance. However, because of the large 

sample size, appropriate caution was employed in 

interpretation of the findings. 
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Findings 

The regression analysis produced a statistically 

adequate formula (p<.001) expressing the contributions made 

by individual characteristics of referrals and the context 

in which the referral occurred. This equation is a 

significant improvement (p<.01) upon the equation obtained 

in Chapter III. The equation is presented in Table 21. The 

bulk (64%) of explained variance is attributable to 

characteristics of individuals and their delinquent acts. 

Of the balance, eight percent is explained by contextual 

variables, fifteen percent is explained by situational 

variables and fourteen percent by interactions between 

individual level measurements and contextual variables. 

Delinquents and their acts influence the referral decision 

more than the situation in which they occur. 

The impact of individual level measures remains 

largely unchanged from the interaction model obtained when 

using only individual characteristics in Chapter III. Only 

three terms that appeared in the original equation were not 

included in the latter equation. The unique disadvantage 

for referrals initiated by juvenile court personnel was not 

significant when simultaneously controlling for contextual 

variables. Instead, the combined model contained a direct 

effect for technical offenses. The unique contribution 

toward physical referral for Hispanic offenders also failed 

to meet criteria of significance in the combined analysis. 
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Table 21. The Results of Regression Analysis of the Effects 
of Individual, Normative, Legal, structural and Situational 
Characteristics on the Type of Referral. 
==============================:=====:======================= 
Variable b s.e. p 

Individual Level Characteristics: 

Age .118 .034 <.001 

Age Squared -.004 .001 <.001 

Seriousness .0005 .0001 <'001 

Serious. Sq. -.76x10-7 .17x10-7 <. 001 

Felony .168 .033 <.001 

Technical .456 .063 <.001 

Residents -.435 .091 <.001 

Individual Characteristic Interactions: 

Priors x Person .034 

Priors x Property .040 

Priors x Drug .042 

Age x Residents .031 

Age x Sheriff's -.005 

Felony x Resid. -.071 

White x Person .135 

White x Status .439 

Hisp. x Status .346 

Black x Person .207 

Black x Peace .172 

Black x Status .255 

Indian x Status .366 

(continued) 

.005 

.003 

.008 

.006 

.001 

.028 

.029 

.027 

.037 

.062 

.084 

.063 

.100 

<.001 

<.001 

<.001 

<.001 

<'001 

<.025 

<.001 

<.001 

<.001 

<.001 

<'05 

<.001 

<.001 

Beta 

.45 

-.41 

.24 

-.17 

.14 

.30 

-.43 

.09 

.17 

.08 

.44 

-.06 

-.04 

.06 

.25 

.13 

.04 

.03 

.05 

.04 

R2 

.144 

.029 

.001 

.017 

.003 

.020 

.071 

.004 

.039 

.002 

.001 

.001 

.001 

.003 

.003 

.001 

.017 

.001 

.002 

.001 

.001 

.001 



Table 21. (continued) 

Variable b s.e. p 

Situational Variables: 

Malls .151 .033 <.001 

Park Mall -.191 .043 <'001 

Tucson Mall -.257 .042 <.001 

So. Tucson -.264 .044 <.001 

Time .002 .001 <:.05 

Structural Variables: 

% Below Poverty .007 .001 <.001 

Individual and contextual Interactions: 

Prop'ty x % Hisp. .005 

Prop'ty x % Min. -.004 

Drug x % Minority .004 

Drug x Md. Income .015 

Drug x Time -.012 

Peace x % Foreign .014 

Peace x % Black .012 

Technical X Time -.022 

Technical X Dist. -.025 

Constant -.852 

.001 

.001 

.001 

.003 

.003 

.003 

.005 

.005 

.006 

<.001 

<.001 

<.001 

<.001 

<.001 

<.001 

<.05 

<.001 

<.001 

Beta 

.10 

-.07 

-.10 

-.08 

.04 

.13 

.22 

-.20 

.08 

.14 

-.14 

.06 

.03 

.19 

-.10 

R2 

.042 

.003 

.005 

.013 

.000 

.021 

.024 

.024 

.039 

.007 

.001 

.000 

.001 

.002 

.003 

.000 

.002 

.021 
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============================================================ 
Explained Variance = .288, F= 59.7, p<.OOl 
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The loss of these two variables indicates that what appeared 

as unique disadvantages are more accurately explained by the 

context in which referral occurred than by knowledge of race 

and referral agency. Similarily, the unique contribution 

for referrals involving prostitution was eliminated from the 

formula. This was not unexpected simply because there were 

only twenty-one such cases in the analysis. Generally 

speaking, the individual level remained relatively intact. 

Age 

The positive contribution of age, the only 

characteristic of individuals having a zero-order 

relationship with the type of referral, indicates that older 

juveniles are more likely to be physically referred than 

their younger counterparts. This contribution is modified 

by a term (age squared) expressing a curvilinear 

relationship between age and type of referral. The 

combination of these terms illustrates that increasing age 

ceases to have additional impact upon the probability of 

physical referral after fifteen. The age effect cannot be 

explained as the result of older juveniles committing more 

serious acts since the analysis controls for seriousness. 

While the possibility exists that older juveniles have 

committed more offenses and thus face a greater risk of 

referral than younger juveniles, this does not explain the 

effect of age upon the type of referral. Simply, police 
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react differently to older juveniles than younger juveniles. 

They are more likely to physically refer older juveniles 

once the decision to refer has been made. 

As in the individual characteristics model, age also 

serves to differentiate between the county Sherriff's 

Department and all other police agencies. All referrals 

initiated by this agency are less likely to be physical 

referrals. This reluctance is expressed through a tolerance 

of juveniles of all ages who are being referred. Age also 

interacts with resident status to produce a greater 

probability of physical referral for older juveniles who 

commit offenses in the area in which they live. As 

previously mentioned this may be an artifact of the data. 

Resident status 

Residents are advantaged over those juveniles who are 

referred from areas in which they do not live. The negative 

coefficient Is fairly large (-.44) and for many offenses 

would eliminate the possibility of physical referral. 

Whether this protection from physical referral is the result 

of a social interpretation of residents versus "outsiders" 

or is the result of some calculation of time and distance is 
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not determinable from the present data. (2) In either case, 

the police are reluctant to physically refer juveniles who 

live near the offense site. 

The advantage resident status offers is evident when 

combined with the contributions of age and the interactions 

with age discussed above. For the youngest resident 

offenders of both the city and the county (Sheriff's 

Department), the risk of physical referral is very slight. 

As age increases, the probability of physical referral for 

residents increasps, but peaks near .50. For non-residents, 

the impact of age is relatively non-existant. For even the 

youngest non-resident, the risk of physical referral is 

quite high (over .60), and at all ages, non-residents are 

much more likely to be physically referred than are 

residents. 

2. This contribition illustrates a problem in the research 
design. If driving time and distance to the detention 
center are to be considered in the analysis, direct measures 
are insufficient. The driving time considered by the police 
is probably not only the time to the detention center, but 
the rough calculation involving the time to t~e center and 
the time to the residence and some evaluation chosing one 
alternative over the other. A much more complex data set 
than the present would be required. It would involve 
knowledge of specific addresses of juveniles and referrals 
with a calculus determining net differences in time and 
distance between these locations and the detention center. 
Information about the time required by the police to 
complete an average physical and paper referral would also 
be required to specify more accurately the impact of these 
variables upon the type of referral. 
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Perceived Seriousness 

Police perceptions of seriousness influence the 

referral decision independent of all other measures. While 

the magnitude of the coefficient is small, the standardized 

coefficient (Beta, see Table 21) is relatively large. 

Similar to the general population, police rate acts along a 

continuum of seriousness and react more severely as 

seriousness increases. This positive zero-order 

contribution to the probability is moderated by a non-linear 

term, suggesting that beyond some point, perceptions of 

seriousness do not increase risk of physical referral. At 

this point police options are limited. Because of the 

relatively small number of specific delinquent acts at the 

upper end of the seriousness scale, the exact specification 

of this point is tentative. However, for less serious acts 

the impact of perceived seriousness in nearly linear. As 

police perceptions of the seriousness of delinquent offenses 

increases, the probability that the juvenile will be 

physically referred increases. 

Legal Definitions 

Felony referrals and =eferrals for technical 

violations are more likely to result in physical referral 

than all other offenses. Referrals for that category of 

offenses legally defined as felonies have a a zero-order 

probabiltiy of physical referral that is .17 higher than 
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non-felony offenses. Technical violations are very likely 

to be physically referred. Independent of other 

considerations, forty-six percent of these referrals will be 

physical rather than paper. Both of the zero-order 

relationships are altered by interaction terms. 

When facing referral for felony charges, residents 

are advantaged. Beyond protecting all juveniles from 

physical referral, resident status offers an additional 

protection to those committing felonies. This contribution 

is somewhat difficult to explain. An attempt to isolate 

this effect to some specific criminal act was not 

successful. No significant interaction between a specific 

felony and resident status could be located in the data. 

The only explanation offered is that, for some combination 

of acts legally defined as felonies, the police have some 

perception of these acts as something "less" than felonies, 

and are somewhat reluctant to physically refer residents for 

these offenses. 

A possible explanation of the problem is found in the 

ambiguous definition of acts. By state law, if a juvenile 

enters a store with the intention of stealing a candy bar, 

that act is burglary - illegal entry with the intent to 

commit an illegal act. However, if the juvenile enters the 

store without such intentions, and upon an impulse steals 

the candy bar, the offense is shoplifting. Similar 

ambiguities exist for trespassing and burglary. If a 
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juvenile enters a carport that is enclosed on only two 

sides, the offense is trespassing; if the carport is 

enclosed on three sides, the offense is burglary. Thus, 

while the referral may be for a felony, the act may be 

trivial. Given resident status and other such ambiguities, 

this may explain the phenomenon. In some cases, when 

referring juveniles from the immediate neighborhood for an 

offenses with several possible legal definitions, the police 

may decide upon the more serious charge coupled with a less 

severe reaction - paper referral. 

The zero-order contribution of technical offenses is 

diminished by interactions with the driving time and driving 

distance from the refeiral site to the detention center. 

Both of these interactions decrease the probabilty of 

physical referral. For every increment of five minutes of 

driving time away from the detention center, the probability 

of physical referral decreases by ten percent indicating a 

reluctance to physically refer juveniles who are referred 

from outlying areas. Driving distance from the location of 

the referral to the detention center exerts a similar 

pressure to avoid physical referral. For every additional 

mile that must be driven to physically refer a juvenile for 

a technical violation, the probability of physical referral 

decreases by .03. These advantages accrue for few 

referrals. Most referrals are initiated by court personnel. 

For those few technical referrals remaining, police are 



somewhat reluctant to take the time and drive the distance 

necessary to enact a physical referral. 

Referral Histories 
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Referral histories act to insure physical referral 

for legal violations. For each referral that occurred prior 

to the immediate referral, the probability of physical 

referral for person offenses increases by .03, for property 

offenses, by .04, and for drug offenses, by .04. In 

essence, this effect acts to insure that those with lenghty 

referral histories will be physically referred - even for 

minor criminal violations. There is no equivalent effect 

for other types of offenses. Apparently, the police do not 

consider priors for non-criminal offenses. 

While a hierarchy seems apparent in the data, the 

coefficients expressing impact of priors upon person, 

property and d~ug offenses are not statistically different 

and could be combined into a single variable. One could 

have found such an effect using a dummy variable 

distinguishing criminal violations from all others. 

Race and Types of Offense 

Race interacts with specific types of delinquent 

acts. First, there is no such interaction for technical or 

property offenses. These types of offenses do not have 

unique disadvantages for any racial category. Because these 



162 

two types of offenses comprise sixty percent of all referral 

in the sample, one can state that biases do not exist for 

most referrals. Blacks and Whites have elevated 

probabilities of physical referral for violent offenses. 

Blacks are at greater risk than Whites. However, the 

difference between the two coefficients is not statistically 

significant. Violent offenses against persons are more 

likely to result in physical referral for Whites and Blacks 

than others, but the differences between them, however real, 

are not statistically significant. 

Blacks are uniquely disadvantaged when being referred 

for peace offenses. The probability that they will be 

physically referred is .17 greater than that of all other 

racial groups. Once again caution in interpretation is 

advisable. The term is significant at the .05 level. Given 

the large sample size and the relative ease of achieving 

statistical significance, the term is retained more in the 

sense of presenting an exploratory finding, rather than 

absolute evidence of police bias. 

All racial groups face differential probabilities of 

physical referral for status offenses. Whites are most 

likely to be physically referred for status offenses and 

Blacks are least likely. Hispanics and Indians are less 

likely than Whites and more likely than Blacks to be 

physically referred for these offenses. The small 

differences between Hispanics and Indians are not 
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significant. 

Overall, these interactions indicate that police 

differentiate between types of people based upon a normative 

assessment of the delinquent act and the race of the 

offender. (See Table 22 for exact probabilities of physical 

referral for specific offenses.) There is some evidence of 

bias. However, most differences between groups are slight 

and not significant. The only significant differences for 

offenses against persons was for Whites and Blacks in 

comparison to all others. Given the small number of 

juveniles of either race referred for these offenses and the 

fact that both Whites and Blacks are disadvantaged, racial 

bias seems to be a difficult position to maintain. The 

suggestion of increased probabilities of physical referral 

of Blacks for peace offenses must be considered tentative. 

The interaction of racial identity with status offenses 

hardly illustrates bias on part of the police. Whites are 

the most disadvantaged for status offenses. Indeed, 

calculating the number of referrals expected for each racial 

group, given the court average, knowledge of specific 

offenses, and the race of the juvenile, indicates that 

Whites as a group would experience the greatest number (n = 
24) of physical referrals over the expected court average. 

This is hardly evidence of police bias or coercive control. 

For those offenses that comprise the bulk of the 

referrals in the sample, the is no racial differential. For 
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Table 22. The Net Contribution of Perceived Seriousness, 
Normative Qualities and Felony on the Probability of Physical 
Referral by Race for Selected Offenses. 
===============~==============~~============================ 
Act Percelved* Probability of Physical Referral: 

Seriousness White Black Hispanic Indian 

Homicide** 6053 .715 

Rape 1176 .820 

Robbery 787 .672 

Felony Ass'lt 511 .554 

Burglary 473 .401 

Auto Theft 477 .403 

Theft 292 .316 

Sex Offense 276 .443 

Joyriding 271 .317 

Simple Ass'lt 122 .367 

Marijuana 111 .058 

Shoplifting 107 .056 

Incorrigible 98 .490 

Runaway 45 .462 

Peace .105 

Technical .561 

.787 

.892 

.744 

.626 

.401 

.403 

.316 

.515 

.317 

.439 

.058 

.056 

.306 

.278 

.277 

.561 

.580 

.684 

.537 

.418 

.401 

.403 

.316 

.308 

.317 

.232 

.058 

.056 

.397 

.370 

.105 

.561 

.580 

.684 

.537 

.418 

.401 

.403 

.316 

.308 

.317 

.232 

.058 

.056 

.418 

.390 

.105 

.561 

============================================================ 

* Perceived seriousness scores are the geometric means of the 
magnitude estimates of each act according to the police in 
the jurisdiction. 
** Homicide, rape, robbery, aggravated assault, burglary, 
auto theft, sex offenses, and theft are felonies. 
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property, drug, and technical violation equality is 

operative. For status offenses, white face the highest 

likelihoods of physical referral. Only for offenses against 

persons, are Blacks the most severely treated group, but as 

previously noted, Whites are next most likely to receive 

physical referral for these offenses and the differences are 

not significant. 

Malls 

Large shopping malls appear to be areas in which 

police are more willing to enact physical referrals. 

However, for two of the malls included in the analysis, this 

positive contribution is largely offset by unique 

contributions made by dummy variables specifying these 

locations. The two mall areas that have negative 

coefficients are the larger of the malls. The largest mall, 

Tucson Mall, has a net negative coefficient of -.11, with the 

next largest, Park Mall, having a coefficient of -.04. The 

size of the malls reflects exactly the number of total 

referrals emerging from that area. The larger the mall, the 

more referrals generated. It appears that volume alone acts 

to prevent physical referral. This hypothesis was not 

assessed through statistical techniques. However, juvenile 

court personnel agree with the explanation. Police are. 

reluctant to drive repeatedly to the detention center from 

the malls. 
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The City of South Tucson 

The city of South Tucson, a one mile square community 

located within the larger city of Tucson, has lower 

probabilities of physical referral. Because there is only 

one police unit within this community, the effect is assumed 

to reflect reactions of the police rather than some other set 

of unmeasured characteristics uniquely associated with that 

community. Because no significant contributions were located 

for the other small communities within the jurisdiction, the 

effect is probably not attributable to community size. 

Drivi~g Time 

Driving time to the detention center does not operate 

in the hypothesized direction. In fact, as the time 

increases, so does the probability of physical ~eferral. 

However, recalling the problems previously discussed with the 

use of resident status and considering the relatively low 

significance level of the term, the exact meaning of the 

contribution is unclear. Perhaps, in some number of cases, 

police making referrals from outlying areas enact physical 

referrals to obtain time away from their patrol. It is 

equally possible that the measure is assessing some other 

phenomenon or characteristic not included in the analysis. 

In either case, the variable should be investigated in other 

research incorporating more detailed data. 



167 

Poverty 

Police react to the impoverishment of an area when 

deciding what type of referral to make. Referrals that 

originate in areas that have concentrations of people living 

below poverty are more likely to be physical than equivalent 

referrals initiated in more affluent areas. For those areas 

with extremely high percentages of poor, the impact of the 

varaible is considerable. For a census tract such as census 

tract 10 with over sixty percent living below the poverty 

level, the probability of physical referral increases by .40. 

Within the framework of the present research, it is not 

difficult to assess the meaning of this disadvantage. It is 

not interpreted as a matter of class or status. Poverty has 

been taken as the primary cause of social disorganization. 

Given that none of the variables generally used to indicate 

class and status made a significant contribution to the 

likelihood of the more severe treatment, the implication 

seems especially clear. Police react to the conditions 

caused by social disorganization and essential react to the 

community's need for order. They provide formal social 

control. It must be noted that this impact falls upon all 

who offend within the area. It is not reserved for any 

specific category of people within the area. 
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Property Offenses and Minority Populations 

property offenses, violations of property norms, are 

slightly more likely to be physically referred in areas that 

are the locations of Hispanic populations. This interaction 

is diminished as the percent of the population that is 

minority increases. These two contributions are more easily 

presented when combined. The result of such a combination 

yields the following equation: 

y = .004 (% Minority - % Hispanic) + .008 (% Hispanic) 

The results of this computation show that as the difference 

between the percent Hispanic and the percent minority within 

an area increases an advantage begins to accumulate. For 

those areas that have minority populations that are entirely 

Hispanic the probability of physical referral increases 

linearly as the percent Hispanic increases. While the 

pattern of increasing risk continues, as the percent of the 

area that is non-Hispanic minority increases, the proclivity 

toward physical referral declines. In all cases, an 

increasing percentage of Hispanic residents equates to an 

increased probability of physical referral. Within minority 

areas, Hispanic populations predict an increased use of 

physical referral for property offenses for all juveniles 

referred from these areas. For areas that are predominantly 

non-Hispanic but yet heavily minority, there is a tendency 

not to employ physical referrals for property offenses. 
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Drug Referrals and context 

Drug offenses are more likely to be physically 

referred when the referral occurs in areas that are heavily 

minority and have high median family incomes. Driving time 

to the detention center acts as a buffer to physical referral 

for drug offenses. In those areas that require considerable 

driving time to the detention center, physical referral is 

less probable than in more proximate areas. When combined 

these terms act to concentrate physical referral for drug 

offenses in those areas that are heavily minority with low to 

moderate levels of family income that are located near the 

juvenile court detention center in terms of driving time. 

Peace Offenses and Context 

Two conditions increase the probability of physical 

referral for peace offenses. Areas that have concentrations 

of Blacks and areas that have concentrations of foreign-born 

have higher probabilities of physical referral than areas not 

possessing these characteristics. One might expect that 

those areas inhabited by the wealthy would require more 

careful guardianship of community order. However, the data 

indicate that those areas with concentrations of Blacks and 

foreign-born receive somewhat more severe treatment, possibly 

in order to procure a level of community order that is found 

in more "White, American" areas. Whatever the cause, the 

impact of these conditions centers upon the Black ghetto and 
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the barrio, and as such focuses upon identifiable segments of 

the community. The interaction between the percent of the 

population and peace violations draws attention to an 

interaction previously discussed between being Black and 

peace violations. While both contributions are only 

marginally significant, they point toward a phenomenon 

wherein police are less tolerant of peace offenses by black 

juveniles and of similar offenses in Black neighborhoods. 

This is the only category of offense where a significant 

increment to the probability of physical referral exists at 

both the individual and aggregate level of measurement. 

Summary 

If the explanation of the largest possible number of 

cases is the goal of research, any attempt to explain police 

discretion and the type of referral enacted by police must 

focus upon some fairly mundane subjects. A re-examination of 

Table 21 illustrates the point. The largest F-scores, and 

therefore the largest number of explained cases, are for 

referrals pertaining to Hispanic and White status offenders, 

repeat offenders referred for property offenses, and 

technical violations. What goes on at shopping malls also 

requires attention. This is what delinquency is all about. 

It is also what referral is about. Indeed, it is because of 

such conditions that the type of referral initiated is of 

interest. Few referrals involve delinquent acts that mandate 
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physical referral. Most involve acts and actors that do not 

preclude referring the juveniles to their parents, even after 

the decision to refer has been made. Both the acts and actor 

allow police considerable leeway as to the type of referral 

to employ in most cases. 

Police discretion as to type of referral is largely 

explained through the consideration of characteristics 

associated with the oelinquent and the delinquent act. As 

older juveniles come into contact with police, the 

probability that the referral will be physical increases. 

Police are less benevolent with those fifteen and older than 

they are with younger juveniles involved in equivalent 

referrals. No other characteristic has such a zero-order 

relationship with the type of referral. Within the 

jurisdiction under investigation gender does not matter. 

Being a resident of the area in which the referral 

occurs aids in the prevention of physical referral. Merely 

being a near-by resident lowers the probability of physical 

referral considerably. The contribution is of such a 

magnitude that, in the rare case of all else being constant, 

the probability of physical referral decreases by .44. 

However, this advantage accumulates to the young. As 

juveniles become older, police become more willing to employ 

physical referral for these same resident offenders. 

Apparently what is considered as controllable by the parents 

of the youngest juveniles is viewed as less benign behavior 



~hen involving older juveniles and deserving of immediate 

court intervention. 
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Perceptions of increasing seriousness of the specific 

delinquent act involved in a referral also increases the 

probability of physical referral. Ho~ever, the present 

analysis has suggested a thr.eshold to the impact. After some 

point, seriousness adds little to the probability of physical 

referral. As police perceptions of seriousness increase, the 

options legally available to the police are limited. After 

physical referral thc~e is little that police can do to 

express condemnation of acts committed by juveniles. Hence, 

the threshold is not unexpected. 

Police are more likely to react with physical referral 

for felony offenses than they are ~ith non-felony offenses. 

This contribution is independent of the contribution of 

seriousness. As such it may express police department policy 

that suggests, but does not require, physical referral for 

felony offenses. 

Technical violations are essentially referrals issued 

by juvenile court personnel for some infraction of conditions 

of probation or the request of some other agency within the 

legal system to place a "hold" on a juvenile. As such they 

may be viewed as offenses against the state. Police do not 

initiate most of these referrals. They are originated by 

Juvenile Court personnel. Thus, it is not advisable to 

extend conclusions about the behavior of the police for 
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referrals involving technical violations. One can conclude 

that juvenile court personnel take a dim view of technical 

violations and easily employ physical referral either to 

punish juveniles or to obtain their presence at the juvenile 

court for some purpose. 

Police react to previous referrals in such a manner 

that for all criminal offenses, prior offenses act to insure 

physical referral. Previous referrals are especially 

detrimental for those being referred for offenses against 

property or drug violations. Previous referrals are less 

detrimental for offenses against persons. This may result 

from the fact that most offenses against persons are felonies 

and are perceived as very serious and very likely to result 

in physical referral without consideration of priors. 

Without the impact of prior referrals, offenses against 

persons are more likely to result in physical referral than 

are offenses against property and drug laws. This 

interaction illustrates what might be termed "playing 

catch-up". Essentially, it insures that those with extensive 

referral histories will be physically referred for less 

serious, criminal offenses. 

Blacks and Whites are more likely to be physically 

referred for offenses against persons than are other racial 

groups committing similar offenses. While the value of the 

coefficients indicates that physical referral will be more 

likely for Black viloent offenders than Whites, the 



coefficients are not statistically different and do not 

warrant conclusions supporting racial bias. As an 

illustration of this point, an alternate explanation of the 

finding could easily be that Hispanics and Native Americans 

are less likely to experience physical referral than Blacks 

and Whites. 
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Ethnic groups included in the analysis face different 

risks of physical referral for status offenses. The 

hierarchy of coefficient values indicates that Whites will be 

the most likely to be physically referred, followed by 

Hispanics and Native Americans, and lastly, Blacks. If one 

sees status offenses as violations against the family, the 

police may be reacting to some evaluation of family 

conditions. The evidence indicates that violations against 

white families are most likely to result in physical referral 

and violations against black families are least likely. The 

impact of the interactions between race and status offenses 

essentially predict the relatively severe treatment status 

offenses raceive that was not explained through measures of 

perceived seriousness. Thus, the notion of the family seems 

important. 

Malls are interesting. If they are large and produce 

a volume of referrals, the probability of physical referral 

declines. If they are smaller, the probability of physical 

referral increases. The availability of offenders and 

victims, with a corresponding lack of guardians not only 



predicts increasing numbers of crimes, but a reluctance to 

treat the offenders more severely. Apparently, volume 

predicts police taking a path of least resistance and 

avoiding transporting large numbers of juveniles to the 

detention center. 
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Police react to poverty. As the proportion of the 

population of an area who live below the poverty level 

increases, the probability of referrals originating in that 

area being physical referrals rather than paper referrals 

increases. This is a product of police organization rather 

than police bias toward impoverished individuals. The 

propensity toward physical applies to all referrals that 

originate in the area. It is not restricted to residents, 

nor does it focus upon any group of individuals identifiable 

within the present research. It involves no specific types 

of offenses. Referrals from poorer areas are more lkely to 

be physical than referrals from wealthier areas. Police 

practice varies according to the economic disadvantage of 

areas within the present jurisdiction. 

Several contextual conditions interact with specific 

types of offenses. When referring juveniles for property 

offenses, police react to the racial composition of the area 

of the referral. As the percent of an area is increasingly 

Hispanic, the probability of physical referral increases. 

However, as an area increasingly incorporates other 

minorities, the disadvantage dissapates and actually becomes 
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a slight tendency away from physical referral. Drug offenses 

are more likely to be physically referred when the offense 

occurs in minority areas and in areas with high median 

incomes. However, if the area is located far from the 

detention center - as most areas with high median income are 

- a sizable advantage accrues for the area. The net result 

is an elevated probability of physical referral for drug 

offenses for those minority neighborhoods with moderate 

income levels that are located near the juvenile court. 

Similar to the finding that Blacks are more likely to be 

physically referred for peace violations than all others, 

referrals for peace violations originating in Black areas are 

also more likely to result in physical referral than 

equivalent referrals in non-black areas. Disturbances of the 

peace in Black neighborhoods involving black juveniles, seem 

to be something that police do not tolerate too well. Either 

that or Blacks value peace in their neighborhoods more than 

others and are more willing to insist upon physical referral. 

Either explanation seems possible, however the latter 

explanation has found previous research support (Black and 

Reiss 1970). 

The above discussion highlights three points. One, 

police discretion as presently conceptualized is subject to a 

complex network of influences. Many social, situational and 

contextual factors influence their decisions involving 

referral of juveniles to court. Two, most of those factors 



177 

that influence the decision of the police are anchored in the 

definition of the act and legal history. While some acts are 

defined in terms of the race of the juveniles who commit 

them, the net result of the findings do not support a view 

that insists upon racially based bias. There is no impact of 

gender. If one must insist upon the impact of 

chdracteristics of individuals, the focus must fall upon the 

age of the offender. Three, the impact of contextual 

variable supports an image of differential police 

organization wherein police practice varies across the 

community, largely as reaction to the conditions of poverty. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The previous analyses pointed to those characteristics 

and conditions that influence police when deciding what type 

of referral to initiate after the decision to refe~ a 

juvenile to court is made. The data do not pertain to the 

decision to refer, only to the decision about the type of 

referral. Nor do they pertain to decisions that occur later 

in processing of the juvenile and the associated referral. 

These later decisions are not made by the police. They are 

mad~' by intake workers, social workers, psychiatrists, 

probation officers, court referees, prosecutors, judges and 

even parents. Police playa minor, but necessary, part in 

the processing of juveniles thr.ough the legal system. The 

referral decision is only a small portion of police and 

judicial discretion that is located in the juvenile justice 

system. It is, however, a t1rst decision. Without it, the 

juvenile never becomes involved in the juvenile justice 

system and never appears in that body of information known as 

arrest statistics. 

The decision to make a particular type of referral 

begins a process of differention between offenders. Those 

who are paper referred are somehow viewed as not requiring 

immediate court supervision. Those who are physically 
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referred are under immediate court supervision. The reasons 

behind this decision extend beyond the scope of this 

research. A juvenile may be physically referred simply 

because no one was at home at the time the police arrived. A 

juvenile may be physically referred because police think they 

are suicidal. They may be physically referred simply because 

the police are on a campaign within some neighborhood. Or 

they may be physically referred because their delinquent acts 

are of a nature that demands immediate police action and 

court custody. They may be physically referred to protect 

them from an abusive or dangerous home situation. However 

likely or unlikely each of these events, the findings of this 

research effort provides some general guidelines about the 

determinants of police decisions. 

Conclusions 

Characteristics of Individuals 

Police react to younger juveniles differently than to 

older juveniles. They are more lenient with youn,ger 

juveniles. In fact, when considering the contribution to 

explained variance, age is the best single predictor of the 

type of referral of those variable employed in this analysis. 

This may be interpreted as police viewing older juveniles as 

a greater threat to the community. This seems unlikely. 

Most juveniles are referred to court for non-threatening 
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acts. Runaways, incorrigibles, and shoplifters account for 

almost one-third of the referrals in the sample. Within the 

framework of the findings, no significant interactions 

between seriousness and age, or any other variable, were 

located. It seems more likely that police react to age as 

they do for two other reasons. First, they may feel that 

older juveniles should know better. Such notions are not 

unknown. Whole theories of moral development reflect such 

ideas (Kolberg 1978; Piaget 1964). As people grow older, 

they are assumed to become more aware of the social impact of 

their behavior and generally drift towards conforming and 

socially beneficial behavior. Given that delinquent acts are 

legal violations, police may view older violators as needing 

some extra "push" toward conformity. Or, second, police may 

be reacting to the widely recognized relationship between age 

and the likelihood of committing a crime (Hirschi and 

Gottfredson 1983). This propensity toward crime peaks at 

roughly age sixteen. The present findings do not differ 

substantially from this fact. The likelihood of physical 

referral also peaks at age sixteen after which there is 

little impact of age upon the likelihood of physical referal. 

As such, police may be reacting to a reality, and are 

enacting physical referrals with older juveniles in an effort 

to deter them from future offenses. Without information from 

the police themselves, either explanation is subject to 

question. 
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Age also explains why referrals from the 

rural/suburban Sheriff's Department are less likely to be 

physical referrals than those enacted by the urban Tucson 

Police department. That rural/ suburban police units are 

less likely to refer and handle juveniles informally has been 

previously documented (Empey 1982; Meyers and Talirico 1982). 

Because this finding has been located in other jurisdictions, 

it can be the result of departmental organization. This 

suggests that the differential is the result of a social 

interpretation of age, wherein police agencies in rural areas 

are more tolerant of delinquency at all ages. 

Overall, police consider juveniles who commit their 

offenses in their own neighborhoods as less in need of the 

harsher referral alternative. The concept of "insiders and 

outsiders" is no stranger to sociological theory. Other 

research has located advantages for residents of metropolitan 

areas as opposed to non-residents (Austin 1985). However, as 

the juveniles involved become older, police become less 

tolerant of offenses by residents. This suggest that this 

special advantage is merely a statistical artifact because 

most non-resident offenses are committed by older juveniles. 

In either case, The advantaged treatment for residents 

accumulates for few juveniles. Most juveniles referred are 

older and most referrals do not occur in the area in which 

juveniles reside. 
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Gender does not influence police discretion in this 

instance. This is not to deny that police may be less 

willing to refer females than males. That is not the subject 

of the present investigation. Nor does this finding claim to 

pertain to any other decision police make, such as the charge 

they place on the referral. These decisions may be gender 

based. However, there is no evidence of discrimination based 

on gender in the type of referral initiated by the police 

after the decision is made and charges decided. 

The individual's race did not directly influence 

police referral decisions. This was not unexpected. Few 

studies controlling for the seriousness of the offenses 

locate a racial bias. Also, the police departments within 

Pima County may described as legalistic (Wilson 1972) or 

professional. This type of police agency, by definition, 

reacts more to crimes than individual characteristics of 

criminals. This is not to say that race is never a 

consideration. The present study did locate higher order 

interactions involving racial identity that did impact police 

discretion. However, as discussed below, these provided 

little evidence of systematic bias against minorities. 

The race of the offender influences police decisions 

for offenses against persons. Both Blacks and White are more 

likely to be physically referred for these offenses than all 

others. Interpretation of this finding is difficult. It 

cannot be easily explained in terms of race. It affects both 
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Blacks and Whites, but not Hispanics or Native Americ~ns. It 

is possible that police react to Blacks and Whites for 

different reasons. Perhaps violent Blacks are viewed as more 

of a threat, and perhaps it is thought that Whites should 

know better. The explanation is not attributable to the 

fact that Blacks are more likely to commit violent offenses; 

Whites are equally likely to be physically referred. Further 

research seems to be warranted. 

Also, referrals for status offenses are treated 

differentially by the police based upon the race of the 

offender. status offenses, mostly runaway and 

incorrigibility in this sample, are generally the result of 

families reporting their own children. In this sense, police 

are in a special predicament. A paper referral would mean 

returning the child to the home which has just reported the 

child. While these circumstances certainly explain the high 

proportion of juveniles physically referred, they do not 

explain a racial difference. In Pima County, Whites are 

treated most harshly for status offenses. Hispanics and 

Native Americans follow in the risk of physical referral. 

Blacks are least likely to be physically referred for status 

offenses. The implications seem clear: police evaluate 

families differently. And this difference seems to be based 

upon the color of the family. However, such clarity is. 

always an ideal. Without a much more complete investigation 

incorporating police evaluations and variations in family 



184 

willingness to report and insist upon physical referral of 

their own children, such conclusions are conjecture rather 

than fact, however attractive. The net result is a ranking 

of probabilities of physical referral for status offenses 

with Whites being the most likely candidates for physical 

referral. Once again, we find no reason to suspect racially 

determined bias. 

Legal and Social Definitions of Delinquent Acts 

Police, much like the general public (Wolfgang, et al, 

1972; Erickson, et al, 1977), react to a socially recognized 

ranking of the seriousness of delinquent acts, and act 

accordingly. They are more likely to physically refer for 

those acts that they view as serious than for acts they 

perceive as trivial. This is not a surprising finding. 

Because police reactions based upon seriousness are not 

moderated by any other condition, it must be concluded that 

police view equivalent acts as equally serious for all 

offenders. This does not present a view of police bias. 

Police are also more likely to physically r~fer for 

felony offenses than they are non-felony offenses. This 

findings has been discussed in other research (e.g., Black 

1970; Black and Reiss 1970). However, the present analyses 

located an interaction pointing to a slight advantage for 

residents committing f.elonies. As previously discussed, this 

may be explained by the ambiguity in the legal definition of 
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some felony offenses and the possibility that police use this 

ambiguity to attach serious charges to some relatively 

non-serious behavior. Police may attach serious charges to 

a paper referral in an attempt to focus parental concern on 

the need for supervision of their child. 

Types of Delinquent Acts and Referral Histories 

The impact of prior offenses upon the type of referral 

employed by police is manifest through interactions with 

types of delinquent offenses. For referrals in which the 

immediate offense is a criminal violation, rather than a 

status offense, a technical violation or peace violation, 

priors add to the probability of physical referral. Crim~nel 

offenses are those offenses that would be illegal and 

criminal for both adults and juveniles. For referrals for 

drug and property offenses, prior referrals count somewhat 

more than for referrals for offenses against persons. These 

effects work to guarantee physical referral for those with 

extensive referral histories when the immediate offense is 

for a criminal act. This points to a fault in the 

conceptualization of types of delinquent acts. Police do not 

distinguish between the type of offense categories created to 

reflect offenses against persons, drug norms, and property 

norms. They react to these as a homogenous group composed of 

criminal violations. As futher discussion will show, 

categorizing offenses as criminal acts, technical violations, 



or status offenses would be more appropriate. Given this 

scheme, police are found to react to legal definitions much 

more than to normalive definitions of acts. 
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Technical violations, or lnfractions of some condition 

or restriction placed upon the juvenile by the court, are 

very likely to result in physical referral for all offenders. 

Generally, police departments do not initiate these 

referrals; they are initiated by Juvenile Court personnel. 

And, for reasons previously discussed, little variation 

should be expected. For those referrals for technical 

offenses by court personnel, they are always physcial 

referrals. For those few referrals for technical violations 

not initiated by the Juvenile Court itself, both driving time 

and driving distance reduce the probability of physical 

referral. This indicates a reluctance upon the part of the 

police to physically refer juveniles for these offensea. 

Apparently, offenses against the Juvenile Court are 

differentially interpreted depending upon the agencies 

involved. The court is intolerant; the police are relatively 

tolerant. 

Situations and Physical Referral 

Shopping malls, which certainly attract to juveniles, 

also attract referrals. This is not unexpected (Boggs 1961; 

Cohen and Felson 1979). However, they do not necessarily 

promote physical referrals. The two larger malls in the 
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evaluation were found to have a net negative contribution to 

physical referral. These two malls also were the location of 

the greatest number of referrals. It is possible that volume 

alone acts as a deterrent to physical referral. 

Driving time and driving distance do not make expected 

contributions to the probability of physical referral. Given 

that both are expressions of cost to either the police or the 

police department, it was anticipated that both would have a 

significant impact upon referral decisions. They did not. 

This is not to say that they do not impact police policy and 

costs. Police may absorb these costs in terms of budgets and 

manpower. They may realize these additional costs and assign 

extra monies for extra mileage and extra personnel to 

effectively maintain a reasonable level of physical referral 

from outlying areas. However, this cannot be ascertained in 

the present data and certainly requires additional resE,arch. 

The Impact of Poverty 

Police are more liKely to employ physical referral in 

those areas where there are concentrations of people living 

below poverty than they are in more advantaged areas. This 

is the only contextual variable to have a zero-order 

relationship with the type of referral. It is easy to 

interpret this tendency as a result of class or status 

distinctions between areas of the community. However, those 

variables generally used to indicate class and status did not 
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significantly influence the type of referral. Managerial 

positions, education levels, female-headed households, 

housing values, and income levels did not determine the type 

of referral. Other measures of sub-cultural communities, 

such as foreign-born and non-English speaking populations did 

not matter. Poverty levels alone had direct impact upon 

referral type. Essentially this reduces the discussion to 

one of poor neighborhoods. This in turn leads us to an 

emphasis on social disorganization. The present data 

strongly support a perspective that claims that police focus 

their attention upon socially disorganized areas of the 

community, not on lower classes. 

As Shaw and McKay's (1972) work indicates, levels of 

criminal and delinquent activity within areas remain 

relatively constant over time regardless of the composition 

of successive waves of inhabitants. The population changes, 

but the area remains socially disorganized, as it must, if it 

remains an impoverished community. Police react accordingly. 

Poorer areas are simply that, and as such, require and demand 

a particular style of police activity. Not only are crime 

rates high, but the inhabitants demand increased police 

attention. This explanation seems particularly attractive 

because there is little evidence that police react 

differently to any category of individuals within areas. 

Within poorer areas, all who offend, rich or poor, are 

traated to the same style of referral practices, not just 
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those who live there. 

Why Not Mobility? 

A crucial component of disorganization theory is 

mobility. In the present study there was no evidence that an 

unstable population contributed to police decisions. This 

must be explained. Two explanations may be offered. The 

first is that the measure used, percent of the population who 

had moved into the area within the last five years, was not 

sufficeintly sensitive to measure the t~pe of mobility Shaw 

and McKay observed in their data. A more appropriate measure 

might have been concerned with a shorter time span and 

movement within the community itself. A second explanation 

is that mobility simply was not concentrated in those areas 

that Shaw and McKay described as disorganized. For example, 

one of the areas with the lowest levels of mobility is census 

tract 11. This census tract 1s adjacent to the central city. 

And, in several instances, areas with relatively high rates 

of population were well-to-do suburban areas. The 

appropriate response seems to be that the present study did 

not adequately investigate the effects of mobility on police 

discretion. 

TYVes of Offenses and Context 

Referrals for property offenses are differentially 

treated across the community. Areas that are heavily 
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Hispanic are slightly disadvantag~d, and experience an 

increased probability of physical referral for referrals 

originating in these areas. However, heterogenity reduces 

this impact. As non-Hispanic populations comprise a 

considerable proportion of the minority population the 

probability of physical referral declines. This phenomenon 

brings forth an interesting point. Lieberson (1980) points 

to the special disadvantage that is the lot of the largest 

minority in a social unit. In the present analysis, this is 

the case. For the category of offenses with the largest 

percentage of total referrals, the areas mostly inhabited by 

the largest minority are the most harshly treated. This does 

not suggest discrimination against Hispanics as individuals. 

Rather, it points to an organizational tendency of the police 

to practice a somewhat different version of referral in those 

areas that are heavily Hispanic. However, Hispanic or not, 

all who offend within the area will experience the same 

probability of physical referral, all else being constant. 

Drug offenses are also differentially treated across 

the community. Minority areas and areas with high median 

incomes, face elevated probabilities of physical referral. 

However, driving time to the court exerts a negative 

influence on the probability of physical referral. This 

effect moderates the positive impact of median income because 

most high income areas are not located near the juvenile 

court. The net result is that in areas proximate to the 
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detention center police are more likely to initiate a 

physical referral for a drug violation than in more distant, 

and probably wealthier, areas. That drug offenses are 

subject to so many influences is not surprising. First, 

among criminal offenses, they are least likely to have a 

victim pressing the police for the more severe reaction. 

This would increase police discretion. Secondly, in the 

present sample, sixty-nine percent of all drug related 

referrals involved possession of marijuana. The relatively 

non-serious nature of this offense should increase the number 

of variables that could influence discretion. 

Blacks and Black areas are at a special disadvantage 

for violations of the peace. These are the only offenses 

where an impact upon referral for both individual and 

community level measurements was located. Landau (1981), in 

a study of referrals in London, England, found a similar 

phenomenon. Quite probably the propensity towards physical 

referral for peace offenses is related to the willingness of 

Blacks to insist upon the more harsh referral in their own 

neighborhoods. Such an interpretation easily coincides with 

a perspective emphasizing social disorganization rather than 

conflict between cl~sses. 

A General Summary 

The larger part of explanation of the type of referral 

for delinquent acts is found in characteristics of 
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individuals and their acts. Legal definitions and 

perceptions of the seriousness of offenses provide the bulk 

of explanation. Age was the only individual characteristic 

to directly influence the referral decision. These findings 

support the hypothesis that police discretion is largely 

determined by legally relevant considerations and does not 

depart too far from a justice perspective. While police were 

likely to treat juveniles of various racial identities 

differently for various types of offenses, the net result is 

that Whites, as a group, contribute the largest number of 

"unexpected" physical referrals. However, this number, too, 

is quite small. Police do not seem to be operating in a 

manner that can be described as racially motivated. 

structural explanations of this specific police 

decision are possible. However, when entered into an 

analysis including characteristics of individuals and their 

acts, the impact is small. The only contextual condition 

that directly affects the referral decision is a measure of 

poverty. This is not an indicator of individual poverty. 

Rather, it reflects the poverty of the area. Police do 

react differently to various types of offenses according to 

characteristics of areas. Property offense referrals are 

influenced by measures of minority heterogeniety. The 

pattern of referrals for drug offenses suggests that they 

tend to result in physical referral when they take place near 

the detention center. Physical referral for peace violations 



also seems to be limited to specific areas. The most 

probable interpretation of contextual influences upon the 

type of referral for specific offenses seems to be that, in 

some areas of the community, the community is particularly 

intolerant of these offenses. 
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Within the present study, there is little evidence of 

systematic discrimination against any identifiable group of 

people. However, there is ample evidence of police practice 

that focuses upon identifiable sections of the community and 

produces unique probabilities of physical r.eferral for those 

who offend within these areas. 

Most of the findings are easily understood when 

conceptualized as reactions to social disorganization. 

Attempting to explain the results from a conflict perspective 

would lead to a rather muddled explanation. Normative and 

exchange dynamics determined most outcomes. Disadvantages 

were located for Whites for the most serious and least 

serious types of offenses. Only aggregate levels of poverty 

directly determined police reactions. Other measures that 

are generally used as measures of class failed to influence 

police decision. Only poverty and legal considerations 

mattered. These are easily explicable using the logic of 

social disorganization as a guide. 

While these findings cannot directly support the 

contention that social disorganization leads to a loss of 

informal social control and a subsequent reliance upon police 



to maintain or.der, the demographic and ecological 

distribution of police discretion is easily presented and 

understood from this perspective. The consideration of 

disorganization as a primary influence on police discretion 

seems attractive because it proposes that police are doing 

much of what research says they do: reacting to citizen 

initiatives. 

Recommendations 
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The present evaluation suffered from several 

shortcomings. First, a complete investigation of police 

referral decisions would include some assessment by the 

police of their evaluations of the types of referral in terms 

of perceptions of harshness and intent. Police probably do 

not view referrals merely as a dichotomy. They undoubtedly 

perceive the types of referral as two responses along some 

continuum of possibilities. Information from the police 

about their perceptions of the referral process are needed. 

Some data providing magnitude estimates of police perceptions 

of harshness of the types of referral in comparison to some 

low-level reaction, such as counsel and release, would go a 

long way tovard specifying the differences between the types 

of referrals. This, in turn, should shed considerable light 

on wnat happens when police and children come in contact. 

They may also enact types of referrals for various 

reasons. Some may employ physical referral as a protective 
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measure only, others purely as a punitive device intended to . 

deter. Certainly, reasons may vary according to specific and 

general types of situations. Such information would add 

considerable to the quality of research into police decision 

making. 

A second limitation is that the present data only 

included two of the three distinct alternatives available to 

the police at the time of referral. A complete data set 

would also include information on those juveniles who were 

contacted by the police but not referred. Such a data set 

however was not available for the present research and if 

available would have possessed its own limitations. Locally, 

computerized police data on contacts and referrals of 

juveniles do not contain information about prior referrals, 

seldom include technical violations, frequently do not 

contain information about age and race, and not coded 

according to census tracts for easy compilation of contextual 

variables. However, an investigation including such data 

would be illuminating. 

Future reasearch into the impact of driving time and 

distance seems advisable. In the ideal rese~rch, exact 

addresses of offenses and offender residences would be 

determined. This would permit development of a variable 

measuring the net time required to affect a physical versus a 

paper referral. Driving time to the detention center could 

be compared to driving time to the residence. Similar 



calculations could be obtained for driving distances. This 

seems more reasonable and accurate than the single measure 

employed in this analysis. 
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Information on police organization should be 

incorporated into future research. Referral data should 

include information concerning police teams and patrols as 

well as departments. Adequate data would also specify shift 

and time of referral. It is not completely fantasy to expect 

that these, too, might influence decisions about the type of 

referral. 

The notion of a relationship between types of acts and 

police reactions to these acts seems attractive. The present 

analysis, at best, is only suggestive o~ the existance of 

such things. Additionally, the interactions between racial 

identity and status offenses certainly needs clarification. 

Why are racial groups treated differently? Is the differing 

treatment of juveniles for these offenses the result of a 

differential evalution of families by the police or differing 

family preferences? Without information about the opinions 

of police and parental preferences, no direct answer is 

possible. 

Most impottantly, this research has suggested an 

alternate e~planation of police behavior based upon the 

concept of social disorganization. Many more questions have 

been raised than answered. The logic requiring that poverty 

produces social disorganization and, through a weakening of 
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conventional institutions, not only weakened bonds, but an 

increased reliance upon police to maintain order, certainly 

deserves more attention. The present research indicates that 

this perspective warrants further investigation. 
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