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ABSTRACT 

One of the deficiencies of juvenile delinquent research is that 

girls have been neglected. By focusing almost exclusively on boys, 

theorists have not only failed to explain girls' delinquent behavior but 

have also failed to recognize potentially significant explanatory vari­

ables. This study attempts to correct this deficiency by formulating 

and testing a new theory of female delinquency. 

This theory is based on the assumption that differences in male 

and female role expectations explain why boys have a higher rate of 

delinquency than girls. If sex-role expectations are relevant in this 

respect, they may also help to explain why some girls are delinquent and 

others are not. Since femininity is conceptualized as a control on 

behavior, girls are more likely to be controlled than boys. On the 

other hand, since masculinity is consistent with delinquent behavior, 

boys are more likely to regard delinquent behavior as beneficial to 

their roles. Thus, the theory predicts that girls with a low degree of 

conformity with traditional feminine role expectations are more likely 

to be delinquent than those whose conformity is greater. Boys who have 

a high degree of conformity with traditional masculine role expectations 

are more likely to be delinquent than those'whose conformity is lower. 

The data for this study were drawn from questionnaires completed 

by high school students during the 1974-1975 school year. These data 

were used to answer the three major questions of this study. First, 

xiii 
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what effect does sex-role conformity have on the involvement of boys and 

girls in delinquent behavior? Second, what conditions are responsible 

for variations in sex-role conformity? Third, how do these conditions 

affect delinquent behavior? 

With respect to the first question, the findings indicate that 

sex-role conformity and delinquent behavior are only weakly associated 

unless other controls on behavior are taken into account. When girls 

are only weakly controlled, those with a low degree of conformity with 

sex-role expectations are more likely to be delinquent than those with a 

higher degree of conformity. For boys, however, the relation between 

sex-role conformity and delinquency is essentially the same regardless 

of other controls. 

Second, variations in sex-role conformity were found to be 

associated with certain family characteristics. These include socio­

economic position, the sex of siblings, parental absence, parental 

identification, and employment characteristics of mothers. None of 

these constitute significant predictors of sex-role conformity, however. 

Also, they are not equally significant for boys and girls. 

Finally, these conditions also influence delinquent behavior, 

although their effect is not the same for all offenses. In general, 

delinquent acts are associated with lower socio-economic status 

(primarily for girls), having sisters, the absence of a natural parent, 

identifying more with one's father than with one's mother (for girls 

only), and having an employed mother. With the exception of parental 



absence, the associations tend to be low. In most cases sex-role con­

formity alone is insufficient to explain these findings and other 

explanations are provided. Although the data do not indicate that sex-

role conformity is a key explanatory variable, they do suggest that 

sex-role conformity is relevant and deserves to be incorporated into 

more general explanations for deliquent behavior. 



CHAPTER 1 

BACKGROUND FOR THE STUDY OF FEMALE DELINQUENCY: 

LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL DISCUSSION 

The major purpose of this study is to investigate the relation 

between conceptions of femininity and the delinquent behavior of girls. 

A theory of female delinquency in which sex-role expectations are of 

central importance will be presented and tested. Although this theory 

focuses on girls, it is part of a more general theoretical framework 

that also attempts to explain male delinquency. 

This study has three sources of justification: practical, 

methodological, and theoretical. From a practical standpoint, this 

study is needed because the treatment of female delinquents has been 

based on very little research. Evidence from official records (arrests) 

and studies of self-reported delinquent behavior indicates that female 

delinquency has increased (Table 1). Only if it is assumed that the 

arrest data are not biased by changes in victim and police reactions and 

that the self-reported delinquency studies are comparable can we con­

clude that there has been a real increase in the delinquent behavior of 

girls. Regardless of the validity of the evidence, however, there is a 

growing interest in female offenders and their treatment. Therefore, 

there is a need for information to guide treatment. 

1 
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Table 1. Proportions of Official and Self-Reported Delin­
quency Reported as Committed by Females. 

Official5 Self-Reported 

1960 1973 1961b 1973c 

Murder 7.4% 8.3% - - — 

Robbery 4.9 7.1 — - -

Armed robbery — - - 0% 24% 

Aggravated assault 11.3 14.9 15 25 

Burglary 3.0 5.0 35d 19 

Larceny 14.4 29.8 20 20e 

Auto theft 3.9 6.3 20 39 

Shoplifting — — 25 38 

Vandalism — — 15 22 

Narcotics 13.7 17.7 — — 

Drinking alcohol 13.6 20.0 40 48 

Drunkenness 10.2 14.1 — — 

Premarital sex — — 20 38 

Truancy — - - 35 48 

Runaway — - - 45 48 

Calculated from Table 28, "Total Arrest Trends by Sex," Uni­
form Crime Reports (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 1974). 

•L. 
Flint, Michigan (Gold, 1970:64). 
0 
Tucson, Arizona. 

^"Entering." 
0 
Petty and grand theft combined. 



Another practical issue concerns the possible effects of 

changing sex-role expectations on the incidence of criminal behavior. 

If women are adopting more masculine characteristics, and if masculinity 

is related to criminal behavior, further increases in female crime can 

be expected. Furthermore, if men are adopting more feminine character­

istics, decreases (or at least stability) in the male crime rate can be 

expected. 

From a methodological standpoint, this study is needed because 

most explanations for female delinquent behavior have been based on 

official records of arrests, referrals and incarcerations. There is a 

need for studies, such as this one, which are based on self-reported 

delinquent behavior. Self-reported delinquent behavior is superior to 

official records of delinquency when the goal is to test theories of the 

etiology of delinquency. The most obvious difference between the two 

types of data is that self-reports include juveniles who are not offi­

cially recognized as delinquents, while official records include only 

these juveniles. The biases of reactors and the characteristics of the 

juvenile offender can interact to make official delinquents different 

from unofficial delinquents. Therefore, etiological theories based on 

official delinquency are at best incomplete. 

Besides these practical and methodological justifications, the 

theoretical justification is also important. The few existing theories 

of female delinquency attempt to explain only a small proportion of the 

delinquent behavior of girls. The assumption has been that theories of 

female delinquency must explain sex offenses and incorrigibility, while 

theories of male delinquency must explain property crimes and violent 
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crimes. This assumption was made because official records have shown 

that the proportion of status offenders is higher among female delin­

quents than among male delinquents. The criminal behavior of girls was 

assumed to be insigificant. In Gold's (1970) study of self-reported 

delinquent behavior, however, status offenses (running away, incorrigi­

bility, and fornication) accounted for nearly the same proportion of 

girls' delinquency as of boys'. Because of the reliance on the view of 

the female delinquent provided by official data, there are no well-

developed theories to explain the criminal behavior of girls. This need 

will be met by the theory proposed in this study. 

An additional theoretical justification is that studies of female 

delinquency are needed in order to move toward a more general theory of 

juvenile delinquency. The major theories of delinquency have been 

developed to explain the behavior of boys, and most of them have focused 

on lower-class, urban boys. The inadequacy of theories of lower-class 

delinquent behavior has been recognized. But it has only recently been 

recognized that male-specific theories of delinquency and deviant 

behavior are equally inadequate (Harris, 1977). From studies of female 

delinquency, a more general theory of juvenile delinquency can be 

developed. 

Review of the Literature 

Cohen's (1955) theory emphasized boys' need to achieve status. 

In a middle-class structure (e.g., the school system), achievement is 

particularly difficult for lower-class boys. This "status frustration" 

leads to the development of different standards for the allocation of 
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status based on aggressive, destructive behavior. To Cohen, this prob­

lem and its solution did not occur among girls. Similarly, Cloward and 

Ohlin's theory (I960) states that illegitimate means are used when the 

legitimate means for achieving economic goals are blocked. Economic 

success is a male goal and is not important to girls. 

Because of the assumption that boys and girls have different 

problems and that female delinquency is basically different from male 

delinquency, theories referring specifically to female delinquency have 

been developed. Most of these emphasize the importance to girls of 

relationships with parents and boys, since it is assumed that the delin­

quent behaviors requiring explanation are girls' status offenses, par­

ticularly fornication and incorrigibility. One of these theories of 

female delinquency is based on the understanding that about 50% of the 

delinquent acts committed by girls were sex offenses, family offenses, 

or sex-connected offenses, while only 25% of male delinquency involved 

these offenses (Morris, 1964). In another explanation for female delin­

quency, Cohen (1955:144) observed that "it [female delinquency] consists 

overwhelmingly of sexual delinquency or of involvement in situations 

that are likely to 'spill over' into overt sexuality." 

Cohen's (1955:139-147) explanation for female delinquency is 

based on the contention that the central concern of girls is their rela­

tionships with boys. This is because women's status depends almost 

exclusively on that of their husbands. On the other hand, boys are less 

concerned about relationships with girls because their status depends on 

their success in jobs and much less on whom they marry. 
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To pursue this all-important goal of establishing and maintaining 

relationships with boys, Cohen (1955) says that girls must develop the 

skills necessary for the management of their "sexual resources." These 

resources are used without discretion to obtain "quick dividends," 

though motives exist to control this tendency. Female sexual delin­

quency occurs when short-run motives are dominant; that is, when girls 

desire male attention and ignore the possible detrimental consequences 

for their futures. 

Morris' (1964) theory of female delinquency uses the blocked 

opportunity framework of Cloward and Ohlin (1960). Instead of delin­

quency occurring when access to economic success goals are blocked, 

Morris says that girls become delinquent when there are obstacles to the 

goal of "positive affective relationships." Because their goals are 

different, the form their delinquent behavior takes is also different. 

The illegitimate means typically used by boys involve property crime, 

while the illegitimate means used by girls involve sexual offenses, 

incorrigibility, and running away. 

Another explanation (Konopka, 1966) suggests that a combination 

of developmental and emotional problems produces female delinquency. To 

Konopka, disturbances in a girl's development produce estrangement from 

adult society, a low self-image, loneliness, and difficulties in making 

friends. Konopka suggests that these problems are responsible for a 

girl's "search for romantic involvement," typically involving sexual 

offenses. When non-sexual offenses are committed, Konopka states that 

they are usually accompanied by sexual behavior of some type. Thus, 
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Konopka's theory suggests that female delinquency is a desperate solu­

tion to emotional problems. 

Clearly, each of these explanations involves some of the same 

assumptions that are involved in the more well-known "strain" theories 

of male delinquency. Each suggests that there is frustration in the 

attainment of some desired goal. This frustration provides the motiva­

tion for delinquent behavior. Thus, both boys and girls are driven to 

delinquency. The important difference between the two types of strain 

theory is that the source of the boys' frustration is in the social 

structure while the girls' frustration is assumed to be caused by 

psychological difficulties. 

Besides their neglect of social-structural variables, these 

theories of female delinquency can also be considered incomplete because 

they fail to explain non-status offenses. Although the theorists cited 

have assumed that girls commit few criminal offenses, there is evidence 

that the proportion of girls' offenses that are criminal is not insig­

nificant (Gold, 1970; Hindelang, 1971). 

It has been emphasized that the existing theories of female 

delinquency are inadequate because of their incomplete view of the 

female delinquent. Much of the existing evidence, however, appears to 

support the contention that girls' delinquency is associated with emo­

tional problems. Cowie, Cowie, and Slater (1968:44-45) reviewed the 

research on delinquent girls. Among their conclusions are the following: 

". . . psychiatric abnormality and morbidity are commoner in delinquent 

girls than in delinquent boys . . ."; "The effective motivational factors 

are connected, much more than with boys, with the intimate family, and 
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with the girls' personal relations with her parents"; "The delinquent 

girl is generally an unhappy girl ..." 

These findings cannot be accepted as conclusive verification of 

theories emphasizing relationship problems as the cause of female delin­

quency. Nearly all of the studies in the Cowie, Cowie, and Slater 

review used samples of officially identified delinquents and many con­

centrated only on the backgrounds of status offenders. Clearly, the 

problem with the evidence regarding theories of female delinquency is 

the same one that has narrowed the focus of the theories themselves. To 

reiterate, the problem is that official data are inappropriate for 

etiological theories. It is not known whether the relationship problems 

of official female delinquents explain the official reaction to delin­

quent behavior or the delinquent behavior itself. 

This review has emphasized that girls have been excluded from 

the major theories of delinquency. It has been assumed that female 

delinquency requires a different explanation than male delinquency. 

Although there is a body of literature on female delinquency, the 

theories are considered to be inadequate and the evidence to be 

inconclusive. 

Toward a Theory of Female Delinquency 

Instead of using previous theories of female delinquency as a 

basis for research, a new theory is proposed. This theory has been 

developed from two sources: (1) explanations for sex differences in 

crime and delinquency, and (2) social control theory. 
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Explanations for Sex Differences 

There are three major types of explanation for sex differences 

in crime and delinquency. First, the reaction explanation suggests that 

the lower official rate of female crime is more apparent than real. 

Pollak (1950) argues that women are as likely to be criminal as men are, 

but female crime is less likely to be detected. When detected, female 

criminals are protected and treated leniently by victims and official 

reactors. Obviously, this theory of sex differences applies to reactors' 

behavior and is not a theory of the etiology of criminal behavior. 

Therefore, it does not contribute much to the development of a theory of 

female delinquency. 

The second type of explanation refers to two types of opportunity: 

blocked opportunities and open opportunities. The blocked-opportunity 

explanation suggests that boys are delinquent more often than girls are 

because their goals are more likely to be blocked. It is assumed that 

boys have economic goals (Cloward and Ohlin, 1960) and girls have rela­

tionship goals (Morris, 1964), and that the economic goals are more 

difficult to attain. Thus, boys are more likely to resort to illegiti­

mate means to achieve their goals. If the assumptions of the blocked 

opportunity explanation were used as the basis for a theory of female 

delinquency, the following proposition would be suggested: among girls, 

the greater the concern with economic goals, the greater the involvement 

in delinquent behavior. 

The open-opportunity explanation suggests that boys have more 

opportunities for delinquent behavior than girls do because boys have 

fewer restrictions. The assumption here is that opportunities to 



deviate accompany legitimate activities. Whenever discretion is allowed 

in a legitimate activity, it is always possible that this freedom will 

be used illegitimately (Cohen, 1966) . The greater involvement of boys 

in activities that are free of adult supervision increases the likeli­

hood of their involvement in delinquent activities. Using this explana­

tion as the basis for a theory of female delinquency implies the fol­

lowing proposition: among girls, the fewer the restrictions, the greater 

the involvement in delinquent behavior. 

The third type of explanation for sex differences in crime and 

delinquency suggests that the socialization of boys produces attitudes, 

interests and personalities conducive to delinquent behavior, while the 

socialization of girls produces attitudes, interests and personalities 

that discourage delinquent behavior. This explanation is suggested by 

research showing that sex differences in some abilities and personality 

characteristics do exist. A recent review of research on sex differ­

ences has shown that many assumed differences (e.g., sociability, self-

esteem, suggestibility) either do not exist or lack conclusive empirical 

support (Maccoby and Jacklin, 1974). There are significant sex differ­

ences, however, in two characteristics relevant to delinquent behavior: 

aggressiveness and athletic ability. Another characteristic --

dependency — is also relevant, though sex differences have not been 

conclusively demonstrated. Research concerning these sex differences 

will now be reviewed in some detail, because these differences and the 

socialization experiences that produce them are very important to the 

theory to be presented. 
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Studies of aggression"'' indicate that, from early childhood on, 

males tend to be more aggressive than females. This conclusion applies 

to different types of aggression (physical aggression, verbal aggression, 

fantasy aggression, and play aggression) and has been supported using 

different measurement techniques (observational, experimental, self-

ratings, ratings by others, projective techniques) (Maccoby and Jacklin, 

1974). Many of the experimental studies have been concerned with the 

influence of models on the subjects' behavior and have found that, fol­

lowing exposure to an aggressive model, boys exhibit more aggression 

than girls (e.g., Hicks, 1965; Bandura, Ross, and Ross, 1961; Bandura, 

1965). Studies of the willingness to punish peers have shown that male 

subjects administer shocks of greater intensity and longer duration than 

female subjects (e.g., Buss, 1966; Titley and Viney, 1969). 

It is widely assumed that boys have greater athletic ability and 

physical strength than girls. Few studies exist to substantiate this 

obvious difference. The existing studies (reviewed by Anastasi, 1958) 

show that boys have greater speed and coordination of gross body move­

ments. Beyond these differences, it is recognized that physical weak­

ness is socially problematic for boys but not for girls. Athletic 

ability is important in determining the popularity of male adolescents, 

but it is not an asset for female adolescents (Coleman, 1961; Horowitz, 

1967). 

Although it is commonly believed that girls are more dependent 

(more likely to seek help or caretaking from another person) than boys, 

1. Bandura (1973:5) defines aggression as "behavior that 
results in personal injury and in destruction of property." 



Maccoby and Jacklin's (1974) review provides little support for this 

claim. Most of the studies of dependency have used very young children 

as their subjects, however. Studies of adolescents and older children 

tend to indicate that girls are more dependent than boys. Girls were 

more likely than boys to indicate a desire to seek a parent or adult 

when sick, alone, or afraid (Ferguson and Maccoby, 1966). On a test 

designed to assess preoccupation with several goals, male adolescents 

scored higher than girls on independence and autonomy (Lansky et al., 

1961). Although more studies of adolescent dependency are needed, these 

emphasize the possibility that the lack of a sex difference in the 

dependency of young children may not endure with age. During adoles­

cence, boys may become more concerned than girls about expressing 

independence. 

Aggressiveness, athletic ability, and independence appear to be 

more conducive to delinquent behavior than the opposite qualities of 

non-aggressiveness, athletic incompetence, and dependence. While not 

all types of delinquent behavior require these "masculine" characteris­

tics, many of them do. Obviously, criminal acts that are destructive of 

persons (murder, assault, rape) or property (vandalism, arson) are 

aggressive acts by definition. Stealing is less obviously aggressive 

behavior, but it has the ultimate effect of harming a person or persons. 

Physical strength or athletic ability is a useful quality in the commis­

sion of these aggressive acts. While clearly not essential to the shop­

lifter or auto thief, physical superiority is beneficial to the robber, 

burglar, fighter, rapist, or vandal. Finally, there are certain delin­

quent acts that are neither aggressive nor physically demanding but do 
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seem to require independence. Running away from home, truancy, and 

defiance of one's parents involve a breaking away from school and family 

which are institutions that protect juveniles and encourage their 

dependency. 

Boys, therefore, are more likely than girls to possess the char­

acteristics that are useful in the commission of many delinquent acts. 

Furthermore, even those girls who are more aggressive, independent, and 

athletically inclined would be reluctant to express these qualities in 

delinquent behavior because of their inconsistency with feminine sex-

role expectations. Regardless of their actual characteristics, girls 

are expected to be weaker, more dependent, and less aggressive than boys 

(Broverman et al., 1972). These expectations would be violated by 

delinquent behavior. 

Evidence that delinquency is considered more appropriate (or is 

less disapproved) for boys than for girls is provided by two studies. 

Brun-Gulbrandsen (1967) found that, in a sample of Swedish adolescents, 

most considered delinquent behaviors to be masculine. Furthermore, when 

the sex of the offender was specified, they disapproved of the girls 

more than of the boys. Morris (1965) also found this greater disapproval 

of female delinquents than of male delinquents. In addition, she found 

that girls were more likely than boys to deny their delinquency while 

boys were more likely to be proud of theirs. 

It can be aruged, then, that male delinquency is tolerated 

because it is consistent with masculine role expectations. Boys are not 

likely to deny their delinquent behavior because this behavior improves 

their reputations. But delinquency does very little to enhance a girl's 



reputation. Perhaps because this association between masculinity and 

delinquency seems so obvious, it has not been studied extensively. It 

has been assumed that boys are masculine and girls are feminine. This 

assumption is questioned by Bern's (1974) research in which nearly half 

of the female respondents could not be categorized as clearly feminine 

and nearly half of the male respondents could not be categorized as 

clearly masculine. In most delinquency research, however, masculinity 

and femininity have been considered to be the same as maleness and 

femaleness. 

An exception is Hathaway and Monachesi's (1957) study. Using 

the MMPI and official records of delinquency, Hathaway and Monachesi 

found that boys with feminine personality factors were unlikely to 

become delinquent. Although these findings are not surprising, they 

cannot be considered conclusive for a number of reasons. The use of 

official records of delinquency is problematic, for reasons previously 

discussed. Second, self-reported delinquency items were included in the 

MMPI. Thus, delinquency was used to explain delinquency. Furthermore, 

the data were collected in 1947 and 1948. Their relevance today is 

questionable at best. 

Another attempt to use masculinity-femininity to explain delin­

quency is Galvin's (1956) descriptive study. Delinquent girls were 

reported to have rejected femininity and to have emphasized courage, 

aggression and excitement. However, this is not a convincing study 

because of its small, biased sample (three girls under psychiatric 

treatment). 


