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ABSTRACT 

 Since the 1980s, girls have started to constitute growing numbers of juvenile court 

caseloads.  Some suggest that girls are becoming increasingly more delinquent and violent, 

while others argue that changes in policing and processing account for the growing number 

of female offenders.  This study explores the idea that girls’ arrest rates may be increasing 

because gendered contextual differences are obscured in broad offense categories, meaning 

that girls and boys may engage in very different behaviors that lead to similar charges.  This 

study explores the relationships between gender, race, and age and the contextual details of 

offenses, as discussed in police reports.  Using a matched pairs design, bivariate analyses 

revealed very few statistically significant relationships between these variables.  Significant 

relationships between contextual differences and gender did not exist, and few relationships 

existed between race and age and contextual details.  Understanding the differences, or lack 

thereof, between boys’ and girls’ behaviors within similar charges contributes to the greater 

juvenile justice literature regarding gender. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

From the advent of the juvenile justice system, the behavior of boys and girls has 

been monitored quite differently (Bright, Decker, & Burch, 2007).  Studying the gendered 

way in which juvenile justice is handled has become popular recently, as girls have started to 

constitute a larger proportion of juvenile court caseloads between the 1980s and now 

(Stevens, Morash, & Chesney-Lind, 2011).  Although some suggest that girls are becoming 

increasingly more criminal, scholars purport that the processing of female offenders may 

contribute more to the growing numbers than actual behaviors (Chesney-Lind & Okamoto, 

2003; Feld, 2009).  This study explores the idea that girls’ arrests rates may be increasing 

because gendered contextual differences are obscured in broad offense categories, meaning 

that girls and boys may have very different behaviors that lead to similar offense 

classifications.  While much of the extant research focuses on adjudication and disposition, 

the current research examines arrest and charging decisions, exploring juvenile offenders’ 

police reports for situational and contextual gender differences within specific offense 

categories.   

 

Juvenile Justice System History 

 Although the first juvenile court was established in Chicago in 1899, the juvenile 

justice system began developing as early as 1825 with the founding of the first House of 

Refuge in New York, based on the idea that children and adults should be treated differently 
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by the court system (Bright et al., 2007).  In the development of the juvenile justice system, 

the very late 1800s and early 1900s were characterized by the child-saving movement, in 

which middle and upper class women began to exert influence over the youth of the country 

advocating for separate judicial systems.  Platt (1969) argues that these women’s interests 

were mainly in controlling the activities of impoverished and immigrant children, and many 

of these activities were not so much criminal as they were simply viewed as undesirable.  In 

addition to controlling the poor and immigrant populations, the juvenile justice system has 

consistently taken a keen interest in the activities of girls.   

Bright et al. (2007) point out that after Platt’s (1969) assertions, much research has 

been dedicated to the gendered consequences of the child-saving movement, arguing that the 

juvenile court system aimed to control criminal behaviors of boys while focusing specifically 

on sanctioning the sexual behaviors of girls.  Historically, American cultural beliefs have 

encouraged far greater protectiveness toward young women who engage in minor forms of 

social deviance—especially sexual deviance—than toward young men involved in similar 

minor misdeeds (Bishop & Frazier, 1992; Carr, Hudson, Hanks, & Hunt, 2008).  Research 

has indicated the juvenile justice system’s preoccupation with girls’ sexuality and 

immorality, a concern that was not equally exhibited for boys (Chesney-Lind & Pasko, 

2004).  A substantial proportion of young women who entered the juvenile justice system 

were referred for status offenses, especially running away from home and incorrigibility.  

Girls could also be detained for offenses such as “immorality” and “indecent and lascivious 

conduct,” charges rarely applied to boys (Feld, 2009, p. 243).  Research suggests that these 

status offense labels were often used euphemistically to reinforce traditional norms 

restricting female sexual involvement (Bishop & Frazier, 1992).   
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From the beginning of the juvenile justice system, controlling young women’s 

sexuality was a focal point of judicial intervention, and judges would detain and incarcerate 

girls for minor and status offenses much more than they would boys.  In fact, “in the early 

1970s, states charged about three quarters of the girls whom juvenile courts handled as status 

offenders rather than as criminal delinquents” (Feld, 2009, p. 244).  Around this same time 

period, critics of the juvenile justice system began to call into question the practice of 

incarcerating status offenders, arguing that this trend stigmatized offenders, discriminated 

against girls, and failed to provide advantageous services (Feld, 2009). 

 

Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act of 1974 

In response to criticism, Congress passed the Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 

Prevention Act (JJDPA) in 1974, focusing on deinstitutionalization, thus making 

incarceration or detention of status offenders against the law.  As a result, the number of 

status offenders in secure confinement dropped significantly by the early 1980s.  As the most 

frequently charged status offenders, girls primarily benefitted from this act (Feld, 2009).  The 

JJDPA has been amended multiple times since its original passage and still maintains the 

prohibition of confining status offenders.  However, the act allows for the close monitoring 

of status offenders who can be taken into custody as a result of violations of valid court 

orders, which leads to a practice called “bootstrapping” (Chesney-Lind & Irwin, 2008).  

Courts often detain females through findings of contempt of court, probation violations, or 

violations of court orders for underlying status offenses or minor delinquency.  Studying the 

impacts of the JJDPA, Bishop and Frazier (1992) found that the male status offender had a 

3.9% chance of incarceration if he was referred for a status offense.  The chance of 
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incarceration increased to 4.4% if he was found in contempt of court.  However, the typical 

female juvenile offender had a 1.8% chance of incarceration if referred for a status offense 

with an increase to 63.2% if she was found in contempt of court (Bishop & Frazier, 1992).    

Another consequence of JJDPA is a practice called “upcriming” (Chesney-Lind & 

Irwin, 2008; Stevens et al., 2011).   This is the process by which girls charged with behaviors 

typically classified as status offenses—sexual misbehavior, running away, truancy, in need of 

supervision, among others—are relabeled and charged more seriously with a delinquent or 

criminal offense that makes them eligible for confinement (Steffensmeier, Schwartz, Zhong, 

& Ackerman, 2005).  Research suggests that justice officials may have redefined many status 

offenses as criminal-type offenses in order to render girls eligible for traditional sanctions 

(Bishop & Frazier, 1992).  The line between status offenses and delinquent offenses may be 

easily manipulated by justice officials.  For example, runaways may be arrested for loitering 

and prowling, thereby rendering them eligible for institutionalization in secure detention 

facilities.  Feld (2009) points out that status offenders share similar attributes and behavioral 

changeability as other juvenile offenders, so the juvenile justice system is able to charge a 

female status offender with a minor crime and adjudicate her delinquent, thus avoiding the 

deinstitutionalization tenets of the JJDPA.   

Further, behaviors that were handled informally or generally ignored, such as 

schoolyard fights or some instances of bullying, are now handled formally and through the 

juvenile justice system because of zero-tolerance policies.  Domestic violence policies that 

require the arrest of both parties also contribute to girls’ presence in the justice system 

(Chesney-Lind & Irwin, 2008).  Although due process considerations for girls in the juvenile 

justice system increased with the passage of the JJDPA (Steffensmeier et al., 2005), the 
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practices of upcriming and bootstrapping as well as zero tolerance and domestic violence 

policies have resulted in maintaining the protectionist and paternalistic nature of the juvenile 

justice system.  The traditional line of thought that girls need protection from themselves and 

outside influence is still quite apparent. 

 

Gender, Race, and Age in Today’s Juvenile Justice System 

Gender 

The effects of JJDPA and the subsequent process of upcriming and bootstrapping are 

of particular interest, as girls are beginning to constitute a greater proportion of juvenile court 

cases (Stevens et al., 2010).  Even though girls make up less than half of delinquency cases in 

the United States, they are beginning to account for a growing number of juvenile court 

caseloads (Holsinger, 2011; Puzzanchera, Adams, & Sickmund, 2010; Stevens et al., 2011).  

According to Feld (2009), for example, official statistics reveal that arrests of female juvenile 

offenders for violence, namely simple and aggravated assault, have increased more or 

declined less than those of boys.  Between 1999 and 2008, juvenile arrests for aggravated 

assault decreased for males, while females’ aggravated assault arrest rates increased eight 

percent. During this period, juvenile male arrests for simple assault declined 6% while 

female arrests increased 12% (Puzzanchera, 2009).  Boys still constitute the majority of 

juvenile arrests, but girls’ rates appear to be increasing at faster rates than those of boys in 

some offenses (Chesney-Lind & Irwin, 2008).   

These statistics have led some policymakers and practitioners to believe that girls are 

becoming more involved in criminal activity and that the gender gap in violence is steadily 

shrinking (Steffensmeier et al., 2005; Stevens et al., 2011).  Many researchers (i.e., 
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Cauffman, 2008; Chesney-Lind & Okamoto, 2003; Chesney-Lind & Irwin, 2008; Feld, 2009; 

Steffensmeier et al., 2005; Stevens et al., 2011), however, dispute the claim that girls are 

becoming more criminal, arguing instead that changes in policing and juvenile court policies 

have led to net-widening practices that are bringing more girls under juvenile court 

supervision.  Girls’ arrests rates may be increasing because gendered contextual differences 

are obscured in broad offense categories, meaning that girls and boys may have very 

different behaviors that lead to similar offense classifications.  One of the primary aims of the 

current study is to explore this notion that different behaviors can result in similar juvenile 

charges.  

 

Race 

 While research shows clear differences in the handling of male and female juvenile 

offenders, youthful offending and arrests can further be examined by studying the differences 

in treatment of offenders by the juvenile justice system based on racial and ethnic 

characteristics.  Many studies (i.e., Engen, Steen, & Bridges, 2002; Huizinga et al., 2007; 

Kempf-Leonard, 2007; Tapia, 2010) address the issue of disproportionate minority contact 

(DMC), and Huizinga et al. (2007) report that minority youth—especially African American 

and Hispanic youth—are more likely to have contact with the juvenile justice system at all 

stages, from arrest to confinement.  Further, Tapia (2010) finds that when controlling for the 

level of delinquency, African American youth have a higher risk of arrest than white youth, 

and similar findings emerged for Hispanic youth.  Generally, minority youth are subject to 

stricter control than comparable white youth at all processing stages in the juvenile justice 

system (Engen, Steen, & Bridges, 2002; Huizinga et al., 2007; Leiber & Jamieson, 1995; 
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Tapia, 2010).  Regarding the arrest process, some research (i.e., Visher, 1983) has explored 

the interaction of race and gender, finding that race has more significant impact on decision-

making for girls than for boys.  As more girls in general are finding themselves under 

juvenile court supervision, their race may be having an impact on decision-making in the 

juvenile justice system.  

 

Age 

 Finally, in addition to gender and race, juvenile offending can be explored by looking 

at differences based on age.  Sixteen year olds constitute the largest proportion of juvenile 

court cases, while offenders under the age of 15 have notable involvement in serious violent 

and property crimes (27% and 29%, respectively) as well (Holsinger, 2011; Sickmund et al., 

2011).  Holsinger (2011) also notes that there has been little change over time regarding the 

age distribution of offenders in the juvenile justice system.  In exploring juvenile justice 

processing, one study (i.e., Visher, 1983) that included age as a variable found that younger 

juvenile offenders are treated more harshly than older juvenile offenders, especially females, 

as decision-makers believe that younger female offenders are in need of more protection 

from their own behaviors.  However, Sealock and Simpson (1998) found that older females 

are treated more harshly than their male counterparts, but age neither reduces nor increases 

girls’ chances of arrest.  While many studies include age as a control variable, very little 

research focuses on age specifically.  Given opposing views on age as a factor in processing 

decisions, more research is clearly needed to understand the relationship between age and 

arrest decisions in addition gender and race.   
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Current Study 

The effect of gender on delinquency has been widely researched; however, much of 

the research tends to solely discuss prevalence and incidence of offending, showing only that 

girls’ rates of delinquency are increasing and, at some points, increasing faster than rates of 

boys.   Triplett and Myers (1995) argue that focusing on prevalence and incidence of 

offending based on gender limits understanding of gender-based differences in the actual 

commission of juvenile offending, as the contexts of boys’ and girls’ offending can be 

markedly different.  The same can be said for exploring differences in offending based on 

race and age; Leiber and Jamieson (1995) call for further research of the context of 

interactions between offenders and justice system decision-makers.  Exploring the contextual 

differences of referrals and offense charges is necessary to understand differences in how 

juveniles are processed through the juvenile justice system.  The current study aims to fill 

this gap in research by exploring the situational differences that lead to specific offense 

charges for juveniles, based on gender, race, and age. 
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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Theoretical Framework 

Feminist Perspective 

 As discussed in the introduction, the juvenile justice system has traditionally 

emphasized controlling the sexual behavior of girls, which resulted in a stigma associated 

with female delinquency that male delinquency did not incur.  Delinquent girls have been 

historically charged with immorality, waywardness, and similar status offenses and endured 

harsher treatment than boys who engaged in similar behaviors.   Hoyt and Scherer (1998) 

argue that these patterns have led to the conclusion that a sexual double standard exists 

within the juvenile justice system.  Even with growing numbers of delinquent girls in 

juvenile court caseloads and increasing concern over this issue, little empirical knowledge of 

female delinquency exists, as social scientists have excluded girls from study, “apparently 

suspecting that delinquency among females is simply a subset or minor variation of 

delinquency among males” (Hoyt & Scherer, 1998, p. 82).   

 The lack of girls’ presence in delinquency theories has also been well-documented 

(Belknap, 2001; Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 1998; Holsinger, 2000).  Holsinger (2000) points 

out that girls have either been ignored in criminological theory or have been viewed in sexist, 

shallow ways.  These sexist views of girls have impacted the way girls are processed in the 

juvenile justice system; as documented, girls have been punished more harshly for minor and 

status offenses while similar behaviors from boys received no punishment.  Further, harsher 

punishments are incurred for violating gender-role stereotypes or violating the traditional 
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feminine role (DeFleur, 1975; Holsinger, 2000; Visher, 1983).  Based on these theoretical 

shortcomings, research with feminist roots is necessary.  The feminist perspective calls for 

the inclusion of gender in empirical research; this approach does not advocate that only 

females are studied, however.  The feminist perspective includes analyses of how gender 

roles and gender stratification affects women and girls as well as males.  Research and 

theorizing need to be based in the realities of girls’ lives and not in traditional stereotypical 

views.  Last, feminism involves activism; research should inform policy and be utilized to 

improve the lives of female offenders (Holsinger, 2000). 

 The current study aims to explore juvenile justice processing differences through a 

feminist lens.  A close examination of gender regarding how behaviors are classified will 

contribute to the extant literature in multiple ways.  The differences in how both boys’ and 

girls’ behaviors are viewed by the juvenile justice system will be explored by examining 

situational differences in offending and arrest circumstances.  Gender differences will also be 

explored in conjunction with differences based on race and age.  These variables have been 

traditionally studied autonomously, yet feminist researchers argue that the interaction of 

gender with other variables contributes to differential processing of offenders and warrants 

further investigation (Burgess-Proctor, 2006).  Hoyt and Scherer (1998) point out that the 

juvenile justice system, despite reform efforts, is still faulted for unfairly treating girls more 

harshly than boys, and Holsinger (2000) further writes that “only by expanding research that 

seeks to examine and understand real girls’…experiences will the priorities of the juvenile 

justice system change to improve the processing and treatment of girls” (p. 45).  The current 

study intends to document gender, race, and age differences in the hopes of influencing 

juvenile justice decision-making and the treatment of system-involved boys and girls.    
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Normative and Constructionist Perspectives 

When addressing gender issues in juvenile justice, specifically when referring to girls, 

researchers (i.e., Schwartz, Steffensmeier, & Feldmeyer, 2009; Steffensmeier et al., 2005) 

point to two distinct theories regarding the recent increase in girls’ presence in juvenile court: 

the normative and constructionist perspectives.  The normative perspective posits that the 

lives of girls are changing in ways that affect their behavior and levels of violence.  Social 

changes that have encouraged greater female freedom and that have seemingly restructured 

gender-role expectations may impact female behavior, creating a greater proclivity to 

physical aggression.  Females may now want to mimic traditional male competitiveness to 

contradict past stereotypes of boys as aggressive and girls as passive.  Others within this 

perspective argue that breakdowns in family, church, and community that have been 

evidenced to explain male criminality may now be affecting women and girls in similar 

ways.  Increasing rates of divorce and the prevalence of female-headed households may 

contribute to female offending, as they may engage in criminality as coping methods for 

dealing with disadvantaged environments.  Finally, another social change that may affect 

female criminality is increased stress and role strain.  Economic hardship and the 

feminization of poverty may increase females’ sense of deficiency at the macro level, while 

individual women and girls face more complex notions of what is appropriate and possible 

for them to do.  The blend of these stressors may influence strain and increase females’ 

propensities for crime (Schwartz et al., 2009; Steffensmeier et al., 2005). 

Alternatively, the constructionist perspective explains girls’ arrest trends in terms of 

policy and enforcement changes that have increased the visibility and reporting of female 
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offending (Schwartz et al., 2009).  Steffensmeier et al. (2005) discuss a new culture of crime 

control that utilizes more social control, or protection, and preventative punishment to 

regulate the behavior of youth, which coincides with a society that is less tolerant of 

seemingly wayward youth.  This new culture may also target girls in particular, as girls are 

many times still viewed as in need of more protection than are boys, or they are seen as 

becoming increasingly more delinquent given official statistics and media portrayals.  

Developments in policing have inspired a focus on situational crime prevention and targeting 

minor forms of delinquency in an effort to control serious delinquency.  This trend of 

proactive policing has made officers more inclined to arrest and/or up charge low-level 

delinquent acts as a form of intervention to prevent delinquent and criminal careers 

(Steffensmeier et al., 2005).   

The shift is seen most notably when assessing violence among youth, and regarding 

violence specifically, Schwartz et al. (2009) point out three factors that interact with new 

crime control policies that contribute to girls becoming more vulnerable to arrest for 

behaviors that would have traditionally been ignored, taken care of informally, or ended in 

less severe charges.  These three factors include the “elasticity of violence definitions, 

broadness of UCR violence categories like aggravated or simple assault, and variability in the 

gender/violence relationship depending on how violence is defined” (Schwartz et al., 2009, p. 

497).  What these dynamics really amount to is the level of discretion police and officials 

have in defining violence and criminality.  The elastic definitions allow great leeway in what 

behaviors and responsibility levels fall under UCR categories of violence, so women and 

girls may be subject to more serious offense categories for less serious violence than males 

within the gendered culture of crime control.  Girls who commit less serious aggression and 
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violence may be up charged based on the sole discretion of the police (Steffensmeier et al., 

2005).  Therefore, although it may appear that they are becoming more violent, changes in 

policing strategies and crime control policies may simply bring more girls into contact with 

the juvenile justice system, thus increasing their rates of offending. 

 

Current State of Juvenile Justice Processing 

Girls’ Offending and Classifications of Violence 

 As previously discussed, although girls currently constitute less than half of juvenile 

delinquency cases in the US, they are beginning to account for a growing number of juvenile 

court caseloads (Holsinger, 2011; Puzzanchera, Adams, & Sickmund, 2010; Stevens et al., 

2011).  Girls made up around 21 percent of juvenile arrests in 1980, whereas in 2008, girls 

constituted around 30 percent of arrests (U.S. Department of Justice, 2009).  According to 

Uniform Crime Report data, girls accounted for 18.6 percent of index violent offense arrests, 

31.3 percent of index property offenses, and 18.6 percent of nonindex offenses.  

Additionally, girls also make up 69.9 percent of those arrested for prostitution and 55.2 

percent of arrests for running away (Holsinger, 2011).  Despite general declines in arrest 

rates for girls (13.1%) and boys (22.9%) between 2000 and 2009, girls’ arrests rates 

increased in some offense categories.  Girls’ arrests for simple assaults increased 12 percent 

from 1980 to 2008, while their arrests for aggravated assaults increased eight percent in the 

same time period.  Further, girls’ arrests for larceny-theft increased 18 percent from 1980 to 

2008 (U.S. Department of Justice, 1981, 2009).  These three specific offenses primarily 

illustrate the narrowing of gender differences in arrests, but Holsinger (2011) points out that 
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female delinquency cases have increased more or declined less than male cases for most 

offense categories.   

These statistics have led some to believe that, in keeping with the normative 

perspective, girls are becoming more violent; however, following the constructionist 

perspective, many researchers (i.e., Cauffman, 2008; Chesney-Lind & Okamoto, 2003; 

Chesney-Lind & Irwin, 2008; Feld, 2009; Steffensmeier, 2005; Stevens et al., 2011) argue 

that changes in policing and juvenile court policies and practices have led to increases in 

girls’ involvement in the juvenile justice system.  For example, the practices of bootstrapping 

and upcriming account for the growing proportion of girls in the juvenile justice system.  

Bootstrapping refers to the practice of status offenses becoming delinquency through the 

strict enforcement of technical violations for court orders or probation (Chesney-Lind & 

Irwin, 2008; Steffensmeier et al., 2005).  This process basically reverses the idea of 

deinstitutionalizing status offenders outlined in the Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 

Prevention Act (1974).  Moreover, evidence (i.e., Sherman, 2005) shows that girls are 

affected more than boys by this process; girls are more likely to be detained for technical 

violations and status offenses than boys (41% versus 25%). 

In addition to bootstrapping, the practice of upcriming has impacted girls’ 

involvement in the juvenile justice system.  Upcriming is the process by which girls charged 

with behaviors typically considered status offenses—sexual misbehavior, running away, 

truancy, in need of supervision, among others—are relabeled and charged more seriously 

with a delinquent or criminal offense that makes them eligible for confinement (Chesney-

Lind & Irwin, 2008; Steffensmeier et al., 2005; Stevens et al., 2011).  Chesney-Lind and 

Okamoto (2003) argue that a close analysis of the data indicates changes in arrests of girls for 
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certain violent offenses.  The often-cited example of this practice involves treating minor 

forms of family violence as criminal matters, such as when girls have small arguments with 

their families that are relabeled as assault, which almost always results in the arrest of the 

girls, even if a family member admits to hitting the girl first (Chesney-Lind & Irwin, 2008).   

One study addressing this issue reviewed girls’ cases of person-to-person offenses 

referred to the juvenile justice system in Maryland.  Results showed that assault arrests were 

family-centered and involved acts like a girl hitting her mother or throwing something at her 

mother and the mother then pressing charges (as cited in Chesney-Lind, 2002).  Additionally, 

Acoca (1999) discusses a study of female juvenile offenders’ case files from California, 

which revealed that most of the girls charged with assault engaged in “nonserious, mutual 

combat situations with parents” (p. 7-8).  Descriptions of offenses included “father lunged at 

daughter while she was calling the police about a domestic dispute [when] daughter hit him” 

and a girl “throwing cookies at her mother” (Acoca, 1999, p. 8).  Once likely to be classified 

as incorrigibility, these behaviors are now classified as simple assaults and reflect the 

increased policing of girls’ aggression rather than actual changes in girls’ behaviors 

(Chesney-Lind & Irwin, 2008).   

Further evidence shows that upcriming has been the result of due process 

considerations for girls and policies that make it more difficult to lock up girls who are 

considered at-risk based on status offenses, which coincides with the traditional approach of 

viewing girls as in need of protection from themselves and wayward influences.  To still 

“protect” girls, some jurisdictions re-label or up charge typical status offense behaviors, such 

as sexual misbehavior, running away, truancy, in need of supervision, incorrigibility, and 

disorderly conduct, as delinquent offenses that result in the arrest of the girl (Steffensmeier et 
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al, 2005).  The arrest for a delinquent offense then qualifies the girl for detention and/or 

placement in a facility or specific program, which juvenile justice officials believe will 

protect the girl from future unfavorable behaviors.  

Bootstrapping and upcriming clearly contribute to the increases in arrests for girls and 

support the constructionist perspective that shifts in policy have more to do with growing 

numbers of girls in the juvenile justice system than changes in behavior alone.  In examining 

the rising presence of girls in the system, Steffensmeier and Schwartz (2009) demonstrate the 

need for further study of juvenile court records at the local level to contribute to a better 

understanding of juveniles’ interactions with police and girls’ and boys’ specific 

delinquency.  There is very little current research on the nature of offending that explains 

what behaviors qualify for specific offense categories, so systematic data comparing 

contemporary male offending to female offending is necessary to further explain gender 

differences. 

 

Race and Ethnicity 

In addition to gender, research also indicates that race affects juvenile justice 

processing for juvenile offenders, resulting in disproportionate numbers of contacts with 

minority youth.  One study (i.e., Huizinga et al., 2007) of disproportionate minority contact 

(DMC) found that minority youth, especially African American and Hispanic youth, are 

more likely to have contact with the juvenile justice system at all stages, from arrest to 

confinement.  In a large review of studies of racial and ethnic disparities in the handling of 

juvenile offenders, Engen, Steen, and Bridges (2002) found that minority, especially African 

American, youth are subject to stricter control at all processing stages than comparable white 
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and other non-white youth.  Their research suggests that “disproportionately punitive 

treatment is more clearly associated with being black than with being ‘non-white’” (Engen et 

al., 2002, p. 194).  Further, Tapia (2010) found that black youth have a higher risk of arrest 

than white youth when controlling for delinquency level.  This study found similar effects for 

Hispanic youth and, related to arrest, found that race effects are more evident in petty crimes 

where police employ more discretion in decision-making. 

When assessing situational characteristics in arrests, research has identified some 

interesting behaviors on the part of police officers.  In a study of officials’ perceptions of 

offenders based on race, Bridges and Steen (1998) found that officials perceive youthful 

black offenders as more dangerous and with more negative personality traits.  According to 

this study, police officers place more emphasis on the social environments of youthful white 

offenders, while they focus more heavily on attitudes and perceptions of future crimes for 

black offenders.  Additionally, Pope and Snyder (2003) assessed offenses with victim-

offender contact and found that nonwhite juvenile offenders were more likely to be arrested 

when the victim is white than when the victim is nonwhite.  Alternatively, this study also 

found some evidence that once a violent crime is reported to or witnessed by the police, the 

likelihood of arrest is greater for white juvenile offenders than for non-white offenders. 

Moreover, in exploring context, Lieber and Jamieson (1995) attempted to determine 

if juvenile justice officials perceived actual differences in delinquent behaviors and attitudes 

among racial groups in their jurisdictions and if these beliefs acted as a context for decision 

making.  This research points out that specific crimes or forms of delinquency may connote 

racist beliefs on the part of juvenile justice decision-makers.  Specifically, minorities who are 

accused of drug offenses are viewed as serious offenders in need of stronger social control, 
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while the same does not hold true for similarly situated white offenders.  Results of this study 

indicate an interactive effect between race and the idea of race differences, finding that racial 

stereotyping by juvenile justice officials is a contextualizing factor in decision-making.  

These racialized beliefs on the part of juvenile justice officials result in the greater social 

control of African Americans. 

While race and ethnicity have independent effects, an offender’s race also interacts 

with his/her gender to impact decision-making within the juvenile justice process.  In a study 

of gender and police arrest decisions, Visher (1983) found that race and gender interact in 

shaping the arrest process, and the race of the suspect has a greater impact on arrest decisions 

for females than males.  Guevara, Herz, and Spohn (2006) write that minority males typically 

receive harsh juvenile justice outcomes, while white females enjoy more lenient outcomes.  

Their study examined the interactive roles of race and gender in juvenile justice processing, 

finding that race and gender interact to affect case processing decisions.  Race impacted 

decision-making, but its impact varied by gender in different ways.  For example, results 

showed that juvenile justice officials “were more likely to take race into account when 

making pre-adjudication detention decisions for males but were more likely to consider race 

in determining the appropriate disposition for females” (Guevara et al., 2006, p. 275), 

meaning that race was a more influential factor for pre-adjudication decisions for males, 

while race played a larger role in sentencing decisions for females.   

Further, in a study of girls’ sentencing, Moore and Padavic (2010) report that racial 

and ethnic minority girls received harsher punishment than did white girls.  Compared to 

white girls, black girls received more severe dispositions even after taking into account the 

seriousness of the offense, prior record, and age. These disparities may be based on 
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stereotypes that court officials hold about the gender-role expectations for girls of different 

races and ethnicities. For example, white girls are seen as passive, in need of protection, 

nonthreatening, and amenable to rehabilitation.  Black girls, however, are viewed as 

independent, aggressive, loud, pushy, rude, sexual, unfeminine, deserving of violence, and 

crime-prone (Moore & Padavic, 2010).  The results of this study indicate that the juvenile 

justice system is tolerant of white girls with minor-to-average offense severity levels and 

low-to-average prior records but relatively intolerant of their black counterparts’ records.  As 

white girls surpass what the juvenile justice system considers acceptable offending behavior 

for their racial group, it reacts in an increasingly punitive manner (Moore & Padavic, 2010).  

In another study comparing detention decisions among Hispanic and white youth, Hodge and 

Greenleaf (2005) found that regardless of ethnicity, girls were often handled more harshly 

than boys and were often detained for status offenses, unlike the boys, in order to “protect 

them” or because “there were no other options.” 

Similar to Moore and Padavic (2010), Belenko, Sprott, and Petersen (2004) provide 

insight on how differently girls’ substance use and delinquency are framed based on race.  

African American girls’ behaviors were framed as resulting from “inappropriate lifestyle 

choices” (p. 13), while white girls’ behaviors result from “low self-esteem, being easily 

influenced, and the result of ‘abandonment’” (p. 13).  Interestingly, white girls are framed as 

victims, which influences their substance use and delinquency, whereas African American 

girls are offenders who made incorrect choices.  The views of Hispanic girls’ substance 

abuse and delinquency were variable.  Some Hispanic girls received similar treatment to 

white girls, and others received punitive treatment similar to African American girls 

(Belenko et al., 2004).      
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The findings that race and ethnicity have differential impacts when combined with 

gender are notable to the current study, as data on offense classifications is matched on both 

race and gender.  Guevara et al. (2006) note that much of the previous research explores 

either race or gender and rarely the intersection of the two.  Theirs is one of the few studies 

that address the impacts of both gender and race on juvenile justice processing, yet there is 

still very little empirical analyses of how female youth of different races are processed in the 

juvenile justice system.  Guevara et al. (2006) demonstrate the need for more research on 

both gender and race and ethnicity effects on juvenile justice processing. 

  

Age 

As noted in the introduction, studies of juvenile processing look at differences in 

juvenile court responses based on age in addition to gender and race.  Based on national 

arrest data, sixteen year olds constitute the largest proportion of juvenile court cases, while 

offenders under the age of 15 also have notable involvement in serious violent and property 

crimes (27% and 29%, respectively) (Holsinger, 2011; Sickmund et al., 2011).  There has 

been little change over time regarding the age distribution of offenders in the juvenile justice 

system (Holsinger, 2011).  Carr et al. (2008) point out that the patterns of offending generally 

show a younger, less serious offending history for females and an older, more serious history 

for males.  Tracy et al. (2009) show that while young boys and girls constitute large portions 

of arrests for minor offenses, like running away and disorderly conduct, they also make up a 

sizable proportion of simple assaults and weapons arrests.  These data support the idea that 

younger involvement in minor crimes is expected; however, involvement in serious nonindex 

crimes is surprising.  This finding is of particular interest given the normative and 
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constructionist theoretical perspectives, which begs the question as to whether younger 

offenders are becoming more involved in delinquent behaviors or if arrest practices are 

contributing to their representation in serious delinquency statistics.    

Additionally, exploring age and gender and juvenile justice processing, studies have 

found that younger juvenile offenders are treated more harshly than older juvenile offenders, 

especially for females, as decision-makers believe that younger female offenders are in need 

of more protection (Visher, 1983).  However, Sealock and Simpson (1998) found that older 

females are treated more harshly than their male counterparts, but age neither reduces nor 

increases girls’ chances of arrest.  Different findings regarding the influence of age on 

decision-making demonstrate the need for further research on how age affects juvenile justice 

outcomes.    

 

Police 

Because police records of arrests will be assessed for contextual differences, the 

interactions between police and juvenile offenders warrant mention in the current study.  

Previous research (i.e., Allen, 2005; Black & Reiss, 1970; Brown, Novak, & Frank, 2009; 

DeFleur, 1975; Liederbach, 2007; Sealock & Simpson, 1998; Visher, 1983) has explored 

police interactions and the exercise of discretion with juveniles, finding various patterns 

based on extralegal factors.  Chesney-Lind and Shelden (1998) point out that quantitative 

studies measuring police decision-making are important in describing the aforementioned 

policing strategies and trends; however, studies examining policing in the field are also 

important, especially when examining the roles of gender, race and ethnicity, and age in 

decision-making. 
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 In addition to the previously elaborated differences in juvenile processing based on 

gender, race, and age, research shows that police rely on other situational, extralegal factors 

that influence their decision to arrest a juvenile offender.  Both historical and more current 

research (i.e., Black & Reiss, 1970; Liederbach, 2007) document that the vast majority of 

police encounters with juveniles are for minor offenses; thus police officers are able to 

exercise more discretion and leniency in these encounters.  Because of this opportunity for 

discretion, police take into consideration multiple factors in arrest decisions, such as 

demeanor.  Police are more likely to arrest juveniles who demonstrate a hostile or 

disrespectful demeanor (Allen, 2005; Black & Reiss, 1970; Brown et al., 2009; Liederbach, 

2007).  Interestingly, Black and Reiss (1970) found that not only are unusually disrespectful 

juvenile offenders more likely to be arrested, so too are unusually respectful juveniles.   

 Another important factor is the seriousness of the offense.  Black and Reiss (1970) as 

well as Sealock and Simpson (1998) find that the probability of arrest increases as the 

seriousness of the offense increases.  Additionally, the presence of physical evidence linking 

the juvenile to the crime increases the chance that the offender will be arrested (Black & 

Reiss, 1970; Liederbach, 2007).  Sealock and Simpson (1998) further find that the 

socioeconomic status of the juvenile offender impacts the police officer’s decision to arrest.  

Brown et al. (2009) find similar results, although conceptualizing socioeconomic status 

differently.  This study found that the community context, specifically distressed 

neighborhoods, influences the chance of arrest for juveniles.  Juveniles from distressed 

neighbors, as measured by poverty level, racial composition, proportion of renter-occupied 

households, and proportion of single-family households, are more likely to be arrested than 

juveniles from non-distressed neighborhoods (Brown et al., 2009).   
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Finally, a few other factors that impact arrest decisions for juveniles include youth 

being out late at night, looking suspicious, and the age of the police officer (Allen, 2005).  

Black and Reiss (1970) note that the complainant’s preference influences how the police 

officer responds to the juvenile offense; if the person who reported the offense makes 

specific demands, the officer is more likely to comply and arrest the juvenile.  Brown et al. 

(2009) find that the officer’s race affects arrest decisions, in that White officers were more 

likely to exert their authority when encountering juvenile offenders rather than adult 

offenders.  Sealock and Simpson (1998) write that the number of prior contacts a juvenile has 

had with police and the juvenile justice system also influences the decision to arrest; more 

prior contacts results in the greater likelihood of arrest.  Clearly, in addition to gender, race, 

and age, there is a wide variety of contextual factors that affect police officers’ decisions to 

arrest.   

 

Processing Hypotheses 

Racial disparities in processing have been examined in previous studies, showing that 

nonwhite youth are more likely to come into contact with police and to be arrested than white 

youth (Tapia, 2010).  Further, studies exploring age differences find that police treat younger 

offenders more harshly than older offenders (Visher, 1983).  A number of studies have also 

addressed gendered interactions in policing.  This research on gender and arrest decisions 

often notes the idea of chivalry when discussing the different ways in which girls and boys 

are treated by police (DeFleur, 1975; Visher, 1983; Belknap, 2001).  The concept of chivalry, 

in the criminological context, signifies the event of females receiving lenient treatment 

during the criminal justice process (Visher, 1983; Belknap, 2001).  According to this 
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perspective, when law enforcement officials, who are generally male, encounter female 

offenders who act within their traditional gender stereotypes, the male official extends 

chivalrous treatment toward the female.   

For example, DeFleur (1975) found that female suspects crying during drug raids, 

claiming to have been led astray by men, or expressing anxiety over their children or family 

affected the officers’ decision not to arrest.  However, if the female offenders were angry or 

aggressive, officers were more likely to arrest them.  Expanding on this study, Visher (1983) 

also found that demeanor is a key factor in decisions to arrests.  Female offenders who 

violated traditional standards of female behavior when interacting with the officers were not 

given any chivalrous or lenient treatment.  Further, females who engaged in crimes typically 

committed by males did not enjoy chivalrous treatment either.  Visher (1983) argues that 

“female offenders who violate gender expectations and are hostile or aggressive toward 

police, engage in criminal activities in public places or at night, or are involved in nonfemale 

(i.e., violent) types of crime may be denied chivalrous treatment and receive more severe 

sanctions from the criminal justice system” (p. 11).  Results of her study indicated that police 

utilize different criteria when making arrest decisions for males and females.  Police in the 

study tended to make decisions on female offenders based on individual factors, which may 

reflect the gendered expectations of the police when dealing with women (Visher, 1983).  

Because the current study explores police reports of juvenile offenses, an understanding of 

these different influences that affect police decision-making is important. 
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Current Study 

 As girls enter the juvenile justice system at faster rates than boys, more research is 

needed that examines why this event might occur.  Much of the existing literature regarding 

differences and disparities in juvenile justice processing focuses on the adjudication and 

disposition stages, but there is very little research on arrests and subsequent referrals.  Pope 

and Snyder (2003) note that most research on juvenile justice has focused on four major 

decision points in the juvenile justice system—intake, detention, adjudication, and 

disposition. Few studies have focused on police encounters with juveniles.  Steffensmeier 

and Schwartz (2009) argue that further study of juvenile court records at the local level is 

necessary to contribute to a better understanding of juveniles’ interactions with police and 

girls’ and boys’ specific delinquency and processing.  There is very little current research on 

the nature of offending that explains what behaviors qualify for specific offense categories, 

so systematic data comparing contemporary male offending to female offending is necessary 

to further explain gender differences.   

Triplett and Myers (1995) and Lieber and Jamieson (1995) also point out that 

research on the context of offending is limited, as most studies focus on prevalence and 

incidence of offending.  Triplett and Myers (1995) argue that examination of the context of 

offending by gender is important, as evidence shows that girls offend in fewer settings and in 

different ways than boys.  Their study also found that more serious offenses involved more 

contextual differences by gender.  They argue, “neglecting to analyze gender differences in 

the context of offending causes problems both in developing theory on the causes of crime 

and delinquency and in understanding gender differences in juvenile justice processing” 

(Triplett & Myers, 1995, p. 76).  The current study aims to contribute to the extant literature 
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by exploring the context of offending and interactions with police that lead to arrest and 

subsequent charges within the juvenile justice system so that a better understanding of 

differences in juvenile justice processing can be achieved.  Based on these goals, the research 

questions guiding this project include: Are there contextual or situational differences leading 

to specific offense charges based on gender?  Are there contextual or situational differences 

leading to specific offense charges based on race?  Are there contextual or situational 

differences leading to specific offense charges based on age?  These questions will be 

explored utilizing data on juvenile arrests and subsequent offense classifications from a large 

mid-western county family court with the hope that a more complete understanding of 

differential juvenile processing can be accomplished. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

 

Data Source 

 The data gathered for the current study came from the Family Court Division in the 

16
th

 Judicial Circuit Court of Jackson County in Missouri.  The Family Court Division has 

the authority to hear all cases regarding juveniles and domestic disputes.  According to the 

Family Court (2010), the structure and operation of this division differ from other 

departments within the Circuit Court in multiple ways.  Various programs and services are 

delivered that promote the timely and just resolution of family disputes, dependency issues, 

and delinquency matters within a comprehensive family justice system.  Commissioners are 

appointed to hear family court cases, and they make findings and recommendations subject to 

confirmation by an associate or circuit court judge.   Finally, judges and commissioners 

assigned to hear family court matters have received special training in family issues and law. 

The Family Court Division has jurisdiction over the entirety of Jackson County, 

which includes the metropolitan area of Kansas City, Missouri, as well as the cities of 

Independence, Lee’s Summit, Blue Springs, Raytown, and Grandview, among others.   In 

2010, there were 116 status offense referrals and 461 violations of court order and probation 

referrals to the Jackson County Family Court.   Additionally, there were 1,598 delinquent 

referrals to the Family Court.  Of these referrals, males were referred for 1,225 of the 

offenses (77%), while females were referred for 373 of the offenses (23%).  African 

Americans constituted 932 (59%) of the referrals, Caucasians 579 (36%), Hispanic 67 (4%), 

and other 20 (1%).  Most of the referrals were for youth between the ages of 14 and 16 at the 
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time of referral (79%), with only seven percent of youth referred under the age of 11, 16% at 

the ages of 11, 12, or 13, and only five percent at the ages of 17 or 18.  Regarding types of 

offenses, thirty-eight percent of all delinquent referrals were for felony offenses, while 60 

percent were misdemeanor offenders and two percent for infractions.  By category, there 

were 175 violent offenses (11%), 427 non-violent person offenses (27%), 615 property 

offenses (39%), 214 drug offenses (13%), and 167 other delinquent offenses (10%) (Jackson 

County Family Court, 2010).     

The Management Analyst from the Family Court Division provided data on 2010 

referrals to the author to utilize in the current study.  All identifiable information was 

removed from the referrals list prior to the author’s receipt of the dataset, so study subjects 

remain anonymous.  Study protocol was approved by both the University of Missouri-Kansas 

City Social Science Institutional Review Board (SSIRB) as well as the Jackson County 

Family Court.   

 

Data Collection 

 A juvenile is usually referred to the Family Court Division when the youth is accused 

of breaking the law by a law enforcement entity.  The referral and the juvenile can be 

physically taken to the Family Justice Center in Jackson County, or the referral can be mailed 

or hand delivered to the juvenile and his/her family.  The referral is then reviewed by the 

Juvenile Officer, also known as the prosecutor, who decides what happens next.  Possible 

outcomes include dismissed charges or simple warnings if no action is taken.  Alternatively, 

if formal filing is completed, the juvenile may be subject to prevention and diversion 
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services, probation, community service and restitution, or placement in a group home, foster 

home, or residential facility.   

Regardless of the outcome, the Family Court retains information on the offense that 

resulted in referral, including offender information and details of the offense, which are 

collected and recorded by the police officer; this information is most pertinent for the current 

study.  All information listed on the referral is subsequently entered into the electronic case 

management system known as the Justice Information System (JIS).  To gather relevant 

demographic data on the juvenile referrals from 2010, a research assistant to the Management 

Analyst at the Family Court was given case identification numbers for each 2010 referral and 

then subsequently accessed that particular juvenile case from JIS.  Because comparisons of 

differences based on gender, race and age are necessary to the current study, the research 

assistant matched referrals based on charge code and gender first, and then on similar race, 

age, and number of prior referrals.  Matched pairs include one male and one female offender 

who received the same charge code and are the same race, age and have the same number of 

prior referrals to the juvenile justice system. Information on gender, race, and age as well as 

charge code descriptions were gathered into a central data file.   

Offense details are generally in the form of a police report that is included in the legal 

file of the referred juvenile.  Because the current study explores situational differences that 

lead to specific offense classifications, the use of police reports is integral.  The Management 

Analyst obtained each legal file, which contains the police report of the offense at hand, of 

each juvenile from the dataset.  From these files, the research assistant and the author worked 

to add notes on the actual offense from the police reports to each of the juveniles listed in the 

dataset.  The final dataset, which contains information on a juvenile’s gender, race, age, 
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number of prior referrals, charge code, and offense details, is stored electronically with the 

Family Court Management Analyst and the author of the current study. 

 

Sample 

 The sample for the current study consists of 225 matched pairs, or 450 youth, referred 

to the Jackson County Family Court between January 1, 2010 and December 31, 2010.  As 

noted previously, there were 1,598 delinquent referrals to the Jackson County Family Court 

in 2010.  A list of these referrals was generated by the Management Analyst, and a research 

assistant subsequently began to sort the referrals into matched pairs.  Referrals for which 

there were no matches were eliminated, which resulted in the sample containing 450 youth.  

To collect the current sample, a research assistant at the Family Court utilized the JIS 

electronic record system to gain the details of each offender and his/her offense.  Pairs 

include one female and one male offender who are matched on charge code, race, age, and 

number of prior referrals to the court.  Youth range from ages 11 to 16, represent two racial 

groups, Black and White, and have anywhere from zero to five prior referrals.   

As this is a study of matched pairs, the sample consists of 50% males (N = 225) and 

50% females (N = 225).  The racial makeup of the sample includes 64.9% Black youth (N = 

292), 35.1% White youth (N = 158).  Based on the limited number of Asian and Hispanic 

youth represented in the matched pair referrals, data analyses will include Black and White 

youth only (N = 450).  The majority of the sample consists of 15 and 16 year olds (28% and 

38.2%, respectively).  There are 24 charge codes represented in the dataset, and the most 

referrals are for theft/stealing valued at less than $500 (37.3%, N = 168), with varying 

numbers of other offenses.  The current sample also contains details of the particular offense 
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in question, which were gathered from the corresponding police reports and described in the 

dataset. 

 

Variables 

Dependent Variables 

The dependent variable in the current study is the presence of contextual differences 

within each offense.  For the purpose of this study, this outcome will be a dichotomous 

variable in which the researcher will assess the details of the offenses for each pair and 

evaluate whether contextual differences exist.  Presence of contextual differences will be 

coded as 1, and no contextual differences will be coded as 0.  According to Triplett and 

Myers (1995), “context refers to the characteristics of a particular offense, whose 

interrelationship describes both the circumstances and the nature of the act” (p. 59).  Thus, 

contextual differences will include assessments of details described in the case file, such as a 

weapon used, injury involved, threat of injury, presence of co-offender, value of property 

destroyed or stolen, the setting of the offense, the offender’s role in initiating and committing 

the offense, and the offender’s demeanor, as well as other indicators of differences that exist 

within the data.  Some of these contextual differences can be quantified as outcome variables 

from the current data set that contribute to the previously-mentioned contextual differences 

variable.  These variables include actual behavior, presence of a personal victim, number of 

victims, involvement of others/accomplices, the sex of others involved, the use of a weapon, 

the role of the juvenile in the offense, and the setting.  These variables are detailed in Table 

1. 
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Assessing the data for contextual differences will follow a qualitative research 

method of content analysis.  The researcher will review the details of each case and establish 

what important factors regarding the offense situation are present in the cases.  The presence 

of the aforementioned situational factors will be examined, but details other than those 

mentioned above may also emerge.  To note all of the contextual differences present in the 

case files, the researcher will rely on writing memos and developing themes that emerge 

from the data at hand.  Burgess-Proctor (2006) notes the importance of mixed-methods 

designs in feminist research, arguing that strict quantitative investigations do not always 

reveal individual characteristics that affect one’s experience within the justice system.  

Therefore, qualitative research methods will contribute to the analysis of contextual data in 

this study to examine individual differences in offense classifications.     

 

Independent Variables 

 The primary independent variable in this study is gender, and race and age will also 

be explored.  Gender is a dichotomous categorical variable, with female coded as 1 and male 

coded as 0.  As discussed in the review of the literature, gender is of great importance when 

exploring juvenile justice processing.  Hoyt and Scherer (1998) point out that despite reform 

efforts, the juvenile justice system is still charged with unreasonable bias for handling 

system-involved girls more harshly than boys.  To examine the true nature of these 

disparities, Steffensmeier and Schwartz (2009) argue that study of local juvenile court 

records is necessary to contribute to a better understanding of girls’ and boys’ offending and 

subsequent processing.  The current study matches offenses based on gender, creating a pair 
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of one boy and one girl with similar demographic backgrounds, which allows the researcher 

to explore individual differences between boys and girls within the same charge. 

 Pairs are also created based on race; girls and boys with similar racial and ethnic 

characteristics make up charge classification pairs.  Racial groups represented in the current 

sample include White and Black. As there were only two Asian and two Hispanic youth 

represented in the matched pairs data, only White and Black juveniles will be included.  

These will also be coded as dichotomous variables, with juvenile cases denoted as “Black” or 

“White.”  Racial disparities within the juvenile justice processing have been well-

documented (i.e., Bridges & Steen, 1998; Engen, Steen, & Bridges, 2002; Huizinga, 2007; 

Pope & Snyder, 2003; Tapia, 2010; Visher, 1983), providing clear evidence of differential 

treatment for minority and white youth.  The intersection of race and gender has also been 

examined in the juvenile justice context (i.e., Guevara, Herz, & Spohn, 2006), showing that 

the unique interaction between one’s gender and race affects his/her outcome within the 

system.  Burgess-Proctor (2006) argues that an intersectional approach that does not 

prioritize gender over other sources of inequality is necessary to contribute to current 

scholarship; thus, the current study will utilize gender, race, and age to explore differences in 

processing. 

 The third independent variable in the current study is age, which will also be 

considered dichotomous.  Ages represented in the study range from 11 to 16 years of age, so 

“younger” offenders will be ages 11 to 14, and “older offenders” will be ages 15-16.  The 

matched pairs data from the Family Court that will be utilized do not contain any offenders 

younger than 11 or older than 16, as they are not represented in offense statistics in a way 

that facilitated their use in the study.  Although children under the age of 11 and over the age 
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of 16 do engage in delinquency, the majority of offenses are committed by offenders who are 

between the ages of 11 and 16 years old (Puzzanchera, 2009), so the current sample is still 

representative of the age distribution of delinquency in the US.  Further, as noted in the 

literature review, there are some discrepancies in the extant research with regards to how age 

affects processing.  Particularly, Visher (1983) and Sealock and Simpson (1998) find 

different results when addressing the intersection between gender and age.  The current study 

aims to provide a clearer understanding of how age and its interaction with other 

demographic characteristics affect juvenile justice processing.   

Finally, number of prior offenses and offense classification will serve as control 

variables in this study.  Number of prior offenses will be at the nominal level of 

measurement, and the number of prior offenses for the offenders in the current dataset range 

from zero to five.  Because of the small proportion of referrals in the sample with one to five 

prior offenses, number of prior offenses will be coded as “zero offenses” and “one or more 

offenses.”  Offense classification will be defined as the charge code associated with each 

referral and then grouped into one of four nominal categories: violent, property, possession 

of controlled substance, and disorder.  Juvenile offenders in the study are matched on charge 

code first and then paired based on gender, race, and age.   

Violent offenses in this study include: third degree domestic assault, second degree 

assault, third degree assault (misdemeanor A), third degree assault (misdemeanor C), assault 

while on school property, and assault on a law enforcement officer. Property offenses include 

theft/stealing value less than $500, theft/stealing more than $500 but less than $25,000, first 

degree burglary, second degree burglary, first degree tampering with a motor vehicle, second 

degree tampering with a motor vehicle, and property damage. Possession of controlled 
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substance offenses include charges of possession of a controlled substance, possession of up 

to 35 grams of marijuana,  purchase or attempt purchase or possession of liquor as a minor, 

and possession of prescription medications while under the age 21.  Finally, disorder offenses 

include resisting arrest, unlawful use of a weapon, peace disturbance, trespassing, and 

making a false report. 

 

Table 1 

Variables, Levels of Measurements, and Codes 

VARIABLE LEVEL OF 

MEASUREMENT 

CODE 

Contextual Differences** Nominal Yes: 1 

No: 0 

Actual Behavior** Nominal No Physical Altercation: 0 

Threatened Violence: 1 

Pushed Victim: 2 

Slapped Victim: 3 

Punched Victim: 4 

Choked Victim: 5 

Punched/Hit/Kicked 

Repeatedly: 6 

Stabbed Victim: 7 

Other Violence: 8 

Behavior Recoded** Nominal No Physical Altercation: 0 

Physical Violence: 1 

Personal Victim** Nominal Yes: 1 

No:0 

Number of Victims** Ordinal 0, 1, 2, 3, 4… 

Others Involved, 

Accomplices** 

Nominal Yes: 1 

No: 0 

 

Table Continues 
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VARIABLE LEVEL OF 

MEASUREMENT 

CODE 

Sex of Others Involved** Nominal Female: 0 

Male: 1 

Both sexes involved: 2 

N/A: 3 

Use of Weapon** Nominal Yes: 1 

No: 0 

Role: Was the juvenile the 

instigator?** 

Nominal Yes: 1 

No: 0 

No information: 2 

Setting: Where did the 

offense occur?** 

Nominal Home: 1 

Car: 2 

School: 3 

Business: 4 

Park/Public Place: 5 

Setting Recoded** Nominal Public Setting: 1 

Private Setting: 0 

Gender* Nominal Female: 0 

Male: 1 

Race/Ethnicity Nominal Black: 1 

White: 0 

Age * Nominal Older (15-16): 1 

Younger (11-14): 0 

Number of Prior Offenses* 

 

Nominal 1+ Offenses: 1 

Zero Offenses: 0 

Offense Classification* Nominal Violent: 1 

Property: 2 

Possession of Controlled 

Substance: 3 

Disorder: 4 

*Independent variable 

**Dependent variable 
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Proposed Analyses 

 The current study employs a matched pair design, which will allow for analysis based 

on bivariate and multivariate tests that are appropriate to the data.  The analyses will begin 

with basic descriptive statistics that will provide a detailed summary of the sample under 

study.  Appropriate statistical analyses will then be utilized to explore the relationships that 

exist between the variables in the study.  The relationships of focus are between contextual 

differences and gender, race, and age.  Bivariate analyses will include Chi-square analyses 

for nominal, dichotomous variables.  Qualitative analyses, specifically the method of content 

analysis, will be used to further explore the nature of the contextual differences among boys 

and girls and various charge codes in the sample. 

 

Methodological Limitations 

 Although the current study contributes to juvenile justice processing literature in a 

unique way by examining specific contextual factors within offense classifications, the study 

is not without limitations.  The generalizability of the study is limited because the sample 

comes from the jurisdiction of only one county family court.  The county includes the 

metropolitan area of Kansas City, Missouri, which is neither representative of counties in the 

nation as a whole nor is it representative of areas of the country outside of the Midwest.  

Even though the study relies only on one jurisdiction, the research fills a gap in current 

literature by examining local court records for contextual differences that can provide a 

necessary starting point for similar research.   

Further, and more importantly, this study relies primarily on information contained in 

police reports that indicate the presence of contextual differences.  This may be problematic 
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for several reasons.  First, the police officers who wrote the reports did not rely on a 

systematic method of recording details of each offense, which means that the information in 

the police reports will be different for each offense and may not provide all of the details the 

current study intends to assess.  Second, the study has to rely on police officers’ perceptions 

of the offenses and their subsequent recording of those details in reports.  The police officers 

may misinterpret situations or misidentify youths’ roles in offenses, which could mean that 

the study does not accurately capture the true nature of each offense’s context.  Though the 

data is limited because it focuses on police officers’ interpretations of offenses, this study is 

innovative because it is one of the first that qualitatively and quantitatively assesses specific 

contextual differences of offenses and the charge outcomes of those offense details.  The 

current research provides an important beginning for research on the context of offending, 

which can be improved through studies that rely on systematically-gathered data from more 

acutely-studied juvenile offenses and subsequent police interactions. 

 

Research Questions 

 The review of the literature has led the researcher to develop the following research 

questions: 

R1: Are there contextual differences leading to specific offense charges based on 

gender? 

R2: Are there contextual differences leading to specific offense charges based on 

race? 

R3: Are there contextual differences leading to specific offense charges based on age? 

R4: Are contextual differences greater for certain types of offenses than others? 
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 Research has noted that gender, race, and age affect delinquency processing 

individually (Guevara, Herz, & Spohn, 2006; Lieber & Jamieson, 1995; Miller, 1996; 

Steffensmeier & Schwartz, 1998; Visher, 1983), and the current research aims to explore the 

individual effects of gender, race, and age on contextual differences.  Based on the literature 

base in juvenile justice processing, the researcher believes that there will be contextual 

differences leading to specific offense charges based on gender, race, and age, and that there 

will be greater differences for certain types of offenses. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

 

Descriptive Data 

 The original sample was slated to contain 450 juvenile cases, or 225 pairs, referred to 

the Jackson County Family Court during the 2010 calendar year.  The final sample for the 

current study, however, contains 224 juvenile referral cases, or 112 pairs.  Although relevant 

demographic and charging information is available for all 450 cases, police reports were only 

located and complete for 224 of the original cases.  Because this study aims to explore the 

contextual details surrounding the offense for which the juvenile was referred to the family 

court, the cases for which a complete police report could not be located were excluded from 

the sample.   

Multiple reasons can explain the number of missing police reports.  The research 

team at the Jackson County Family Court was unable to locate some reports within the 

original sample simply because they were not filed with the rest of the case documents and 

thus were not scanned and entered into the electronic Justice Information System (JIS) 

database.  These reports were simply unable to be found using the JIS database, as a few 

specific towns within Jackson County lacked many electronic copies of police reports for 

juvenile cases.  Contacting each police department within county boundaries was not a timely 

or feasible task for the research team compiling this data.  Additionally, some juveniles were 

referred for multiple offenses within the same report, and the police officer may not have 

included information on the offense that made the juvenile part of a pair in the sample.  The 

court retains data on all referrals, but the police may have only detailed and documented the 
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most serious offense, which may or may not have had a matched offense, leaving incomplete 

data on the other offense that is eligible for the current study.  Even though missing reports 

excluded many cases from the current sample, the available reports provided an adequate 

sample size that produced many robust findings. 

Of the sample of 224 cases, females (n=112) and males (n=112) each constitute 50% 

of the sample.  The majority of the juveniles in the sample are African American (n=132; 

58.9%), with White juveniles comprising 41.1% (n=92).  Older offenders, or those who were 

between the ages of 15 and 16 at the time of referral, make up 67% of the sample (n=150), 

while younger offenders between the ages of 11 and 14 comprise 33%.  Most of the youth in 

the sample had zero prior referrals to the family court (n=204; 91.1%), while very few had 

one or more prior referrals (n=20; 8.9%).  Regarding offense classification, 50.9% of the 

cases were referred to court for property offenses (n=114), with violent offenses comprising 

26.8% of the sample (n=60), 13.4% of possession of controlled substances (n=30), and 

finally disorder offenses as 8.9% of the sample (n=20).  Table 2 presents these background 

demographic data of the juveniles in the sample. 
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Table 2  

Demographics 

VARIABLE FREQUENCY PERCENT 

Gender 

Male 

Female 

Total 

 

 

112 

112 

224 

 

50.0 

50.0 

100.0 

Race 

White 

Black 

Total 

 

 

92 

132 

224 

 

41.1 

58.9 

100.0 

Age 

Older (15-16) 

Younger (11-14) 

Total 

 

 

150 

74 

224 

 

67.0 

33.0 

100.0 

Number of Prior Referrals 

Zero Priors 

One or more Priors 

Total 

 

 

204 

20 

224 

 

91.1 

8.9 

100.0 

Offense Classification 

Violent 

Property 

Possession of 

Controlled Substance 

Disorder 

Total 

 

 

60 

114 

 

30 

20 

224 

 

26.8 

50.9 

 

13.4 

8.9 

100.0 

 

  

The purpose of this study is to explore the contextual differences within and amongst 

the matched pairs in the sample.  To assess these differences, the researcher relied on a 

qualitative analysis of the police reports associated with each juvenile referral in the sample.  

Based on multiple factors, such as the actual behaviors within the offense, the victims, the 

use of a weapon, the presence of co-offenders, and the setting, among others, the male and 
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female cases within each pair were determined to have contextual differences or not.  The 

contextual differences outcome variable is dichotomous, meaning that the pair did or did not 

contain contextual differences.  These determinations were coded as either “1,” which 

signified the presence of contextual differences, or “0,” meaning contextual differences were 

not present.  Of the 112 matched pairs, 71 (63.4%) were determined to have contextual 

differences between the male and female case, while 41 pairs (36.6%) were determined to 

have no contextual differences.  Table 3 illustrates these descriptive results. 

 

 

 

Table 3 

Contextual Differences Within Pairs 

VARIABLE FREQUENCY PERCENT 

Contextual Differences 

Yes 

No 

Total 

 

71 

41 

112 

 

63.4 

36.6 

100 

 

 

 As previously mentioned, a qualitative analysis of juvenile referral police reports 

contributed to the quantifying of revealed contextual differences.  The aforementioned 

factors, such as the actual behaviors within the offense, the victims, the use of a weapon, the 

presence of co-offenders, and the setting, among others, that contributed to creating the 

“contextual differences” variable were also coded as categorical variables to provide 

quantitative analyses of the sample.  As described in Table 1 of the previous chapter, these 

variables include the actual behavior recorded in police details of the offense, a recoded, 

dichotomous behavioral variable, the presence of a personal victim, the number of victims, 

the presence of others or accomplices, the sex of the others involved, the use of a weapon, the 
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role the juvenile played in the offense, the setting where the offense occurred, and a recoded, 

dichotomous setting variable. 

 Among the 224 cases in the sample, 70.1% lacked any physical altercation (n=157), 

13.4% of the juveniles punched a victim (n=30), and 8.5% of the youth punched, hit, or 

kicked a victim repeatedly (n=19).  Juveniles in the sample also pushed a victim (n=3, or 

1.3%), slapped a victim (n=2, or 0.9%), choked a victim (n=3, or 1.3%), stabbed a victim 

(n=1, or 0.4%), or engaged in some other form of violence (n=9, or 4.0%).  The dichotomous 

variable that summarizes these behaviors reveals that 29.9% of the cases in the sample 

contained some form of physical violence (n=67), whereas 70.1% of the sample lacked any 

physical contact (n=157).  Only six cases (2.7%) in the sample involved a weapon, leaving 

218 (97.3%) cases where a weapon was reportedly not used.  Additionally, 39.7% of the 

cases involved a personal victim (n=89), meaning that an actual person (rather than a 

business or property) was victimized during the offense; 60.3% of the cases did not involve a 

personal victim (n=135).  Of the 89 cases that involved a victim, 35.7% of the cases listed 

only one victim (n=80), seven cases (3.1%), included two victims, one case involved three 

victims (0.4%), and one case involved four victims (0.4%). 

 Regarding the involvement of others and/or co-offenders in the offense, exactly half 

of the cases reported the presence of others (n=112), while half of the cases reported no 

others involved (n=112).  Of the 112 cases that included others and/or accomplices, females 

constitute 17.9% (n=40) of the others involved, males make up 24.6% (n=55), and both sexes 

were represented in 7.6% of the cases (n=17).  Although others may have been present at the 

time of the offense and/or participated in the offense, many of the police reports indicated 

whether or not the juvenile in the referral was the instigator.  Within the current sample, 
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58.9% of the juveniles were reported as the instigator (n=132), whereas 14.3% of the 

juveniles were reported as just having participated in the offense (n=32), in a secondary role.  

Sixty cases in the sample, or 26.8% of the sample, provided no information on the role of the 

juvenile in the referral. 

 The vast majority of the police reports provided detailed information on the settings 

of the offenses; only 7.1% of the sample provided no information regarding where the event 

took place (n=16).  The most common locations where offenses occurred were in a business 

(42.4%, n=95) and in school (24.6%, n=55).  Other locations where offenses took place 

included homes (9.8%, n=22), cars (11.6%, n =26), and in parks or public places (4.5%, n 

=10).  For the recoded dichotomous setting variable, of the 208 cases for which the police 

provided setting information, 78.6% of offenses occurred in public (n=160) and 21.4% of 

cases occurred in private (n=48).  Each of these contextual variables is illustrated in Table 4. 
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Table 4  

Contextual Details 

VARIABLE FREQUENCY PERCENT 

Actual Behavior 

No Physical Altercation 

Threatened Violence 

Pushed Victim(s) 

Slapped Victim(s) 

Punched Victim(s) 

Choked Victim(s) 

Punched/Hit/Kick 

Victim(s) Repeatedly 

Stabbed Victim(s) 

Other Violence 

Total 

 

 

157 

0 

3 

2 

30 

3 

 

19 

1 

9 

224 

 

70.1 

0.0 

1.3 

0.9 

13.4 

1.3 

 

8.5 

0.4 

4.0 

100.0 

Behavior Recoded 

No Physical Altercation 

Physical Violence 

Total 

 

 

157 

67 

224 

 

70.1 

29.9 

100.0 

Personal Victim 

Yes 

No 

Total 

 

 

89 

135 

224 

 

39.7 

60.3 

100.0 

Number of Victims 

Zero (0) 

One (1) 

Two (2) 

Three (3) 

Four (4) 

Total 

 

 

135 

80 

7 

1 

1 

224 

 

60.3 

35.7 

3.1 

0.4 

0.4 

100.0 

Others Involved, Accomplices 

Yes 

No 

Total 

 

112 

112 

224 

 

50.0 

50.0 

100.0 

   

 

 

 

 

Table Continues 
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VARIABLE FREQUENCY PERCENT 

Sex of Others Involved 

Female 

Male 

Both 

N/A 

Total 

 

 

40 

55 

17 

112 

224 

 

17.9 

24.6 

7.6 

50.0 

100.0 

Use of Weapon 

Yes 

No 

Total 

 

 

6 

218 

224 

 

2.7 

97.3 

100.0 

Role: Was the juvenile the 

instigator? 

Yes 

No 

No Information 

Total 

 

 

 

132 

32 

60 

224 

 

 

58.9 

14.3 

26.8 

100.0 

Setting: Where did the offense 

occur? 

Home 

Car 

School 

Business 

Park/Public Place 

No Information 

Total 

 

 

 

22 

26 

55 

95 

10 

16 

224 

 

 

9.8 

11.6 

24.6 

42.4 

4.5 

7.1 

100.0 

Setting Recoded 

Private Setting 

Public Setting 

Total 

Missing  

 

48 

160 

208 

16 

 

23.1 

76.9 

100.0 

- 
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Bivariate Analyses 

 Bivariate analyses were utilized in order to explore relationships that may exist 

between variables, specifically the relationships between gender, race, and age and 

contextual differences in juvenile referrals as delineated in the research questions.  These 

analyses were not used to only explore the relationships discussed in the research questions, 

but statistical analyses were also used in an exploratory capacity.  Given the nature of the 

data and the levels of measurements of the variables, Pearson’s Chi-Square was the 

appropriate bivariate analysis used to investigate relationships in the data. 

 The purpose of Pearson’s Chi-Square is to assess the likelihood that two categorical 

variables are independent of one another or that a relationship does exist between the two 

variables.  If the significance level, or p-value, is greater than 0.05, the null hypothesis of 

independence, or that there is no relationship between the two variables, must be retained.  If 

the Chi-Square p-value is less than 0.05, the null hypothesis of independence must be 

rejected, indicating that there is a statistically significant relationship between the two 

variables.  When statistically significant relationships exist, measures of association, such as 

Phi or Cramer’s V, can be utilized to examine the strength of the relationship between the 

variables (Norušis, 2012).  Crosstabulations, which explore the relationships between 

variables, were conducted between the contextual outcome variables and all independent 

variables. 

 

Qualitative Analyses 

 The current study revealed that quantifying contextual factors from police reports that 

detail the situation surrounding the arrest of a juvenile can be difficult.  Creating sensitive 
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enough variables that truly represent the multitude of contextual details written in the reports 

proved to be a challenge for the current research.  Because of this difficulty, to further 

explore the relationships across gender and the contextual details of offenses, the researcher 

also relied on qualitative content analyses of the descriptions from the police reports 

provided by the Jackson County Family Court.  Where a statistical test may not find 

relationships between the variables in question, a qualitative analysis of the arrest details may 

reveal some interesting differences.  Alternatively, if a Chi-Square test does find a 

relationship between the variables, further qualitative examination of the reports can 

enlighten the findings and more accurately describe the differences in the offending 

situations. 

 

R1: Are there contextual differences leading to specific offense charges based on gender? 

 As previously mentioned, the current sample contains 50% male juveniles (n=112) 

and 50% female juveniles (n=112), for which the Family Court provided charge codes and 

relevant contextual details.  With the pairs combined (n=112), the descriptive statistics reveal 

that 63.4% of the pairs (n=71) do in fact have contextual differences within them, while 41% 

of the pairs (n=41) do not show differences within the contexts surrounding the arrests.  

Because of the distribution of the data, the Chi-Square analysis of the contextual differences 

dichotomous variable based on gender did not reveal any relationship.  When exploring the 

relationships between the other contextual variables that were created based on gender, the 

Chi-Square analyses did not reveal any significant relationships, with the exception of the 

gender of the others involved.   
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For example, the Chi-Square analysis of the relationship between gender and the 

behavior was not statistically significant; the Chi-Square statistic was 0.021, with an 

associated p-value of 0.884.  This significance value indicates that there is no relationship 

between the behavior recorded in the offense and gender.  No significant relationships were 

revealed between gender and the presence of a personal victim (χ
2
=0.466, p=0.495) or the 

involvement of others or accomplices (χ
2
=0.071, p =0.789).  Although females and males 

were equally as likely to have accomplices in the commission of an offense, the analysis of 

the genders of those others involved revealed statistically significant results.  Of the 224 

cases, 50% of the referrals (n=112) listed other juveniles as involved in the offense.  The Chi-

Square analysis between gender of the offending juvenile and the genders of the others 

involved revealed a statistic of 59.420, with an associated p-value of 0.00, which is 

significant at the 0.05 level.  The crosstabulation shows that females and males are more 

likely to offend with peers of their own gender, and females also offend with peers of both 

genders more than males.  Given this finding, a measure of association was appropriate to 

explore the strength of this relationship.   Phi and Cramer’s V were calculated, revealing a 

value of 0.728, which indicates a strong relationship between the gender of the offender and 

the gender of the others involved.      

Because only three offenses involved a weapon, significance testing could not reveal 

a relationship between weapon use and gender.  Additionally, there was also no significant 

relationship between the role of the juvenile in the offense and the juvenile’s gender.  

Information on the role of the juvenile was available for 164 cases out of the 224 total cases.  

The Chi-Square analysis of the role variable and gender revealed a statistic of 2.734, with an 

associated p-value of 0.098, meaning that there is no statistically significant relationship 
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between the gender of a juvenile and his/her role in the offense.  Finally, no significant 

relationship was revealed between gender and the setting of an offense.  Setting information 

was available for 208 cases out of the 224 total cases.  The Chi-Square analysis calculated a 

statistic of 0.031, with an associated p-value of 0.859, which means that the null hypothesis 

of no relationship between setting and gender must be retained.  Table 5 illustrates each of 

these crosstabulations. 

 

 

Table 5 Bivariate Associations 

Gender and Behavior Crosstabulation 

  

Female 

 

 

 

Male 

  

Total 

 

 N % N % N % 

Behavior       

No Physical Altercation 79 35.3 78 34.8 157 70.1 

Physical Violence 33 14.7 34 15.2 67 29.9 

Total 112 50.0 112 50.0 224 100.0 

 

Chi-square:  0.021 

p:  0.884 

 

 

 

Gender and Presence of Personal Victim Crosstabulation 

 

  

Female 

 

 

 

Male 

  

Total 

 

 N % N % N % 

Personal Victim       

No 70 31.2 65 29.0 135 60.3 

Yes 42 18.8 47 21.0 89 39.7 

Total 112 50.0 112 50.0 224 100.0 
 

Chi-square:  0.466 

p:  0.495 
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Table Continues 

 

 

Gender and Involvement of Others Crosstabulation 

 

  

Female 

 

 

 

Male 

  

Total 

 

 N % N % N % 

Others involved/accomplices       

No 55 24.6 57 25.4 112 50.0 

Yes 57 25.4 55 24.6 112 50.0 

Total 112 50.0 112 50.0 224 100.0 

 

Chi-square: 0.071 

p:  0.789 

 

 

Gender and Accomplices’ Genders Crosstabulation 

 

  

Female 

 

 

 

Male 

  

Total 

 

 N % N % N % 

Sex of Others Involved       

Female 37 33.0 3 2.7 40 35.7 

Male 8 7.1 47 42.0 55 49.1 

Both Sexes Involved 12 10.7 5 4.5 17 15.2 

Total 57 50.8 55 49.2 112 100.0 

 

Chi-square:  59.420 

p:   0.000 

Phi/Cramer’s V:  0.728 

p:   0.000 

 

 

 

Gender and Role in Offense Crosstabulation 

 

  

Female 

 

 

 

Male 

  

Total 

 

 N % N % N % 

Was the juvenile the instigator?       

No 20 12.2 12 7.3 32 19.5 

Yes 61 37.2 71 43.3 132 80.5 

Total 81 49.4 83 50.6 164 100.0 
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Chi-square: 2.734 

p:  0.098 

 

Table Continues 

Gender and Setting of Offense Crosstabulation 

 

  

Female 

 

 

 

Male 

  

Total 

 

 N % N % N % 

Setting       

Private 25 12.0 23 11.1 48 23.1 

Public 81 38.9 79 38.0 160 76.9 

Total 106 50.9 102 49.1 208 100.0 

 

Chi-square: 0.031 

p:  0.859 

 

 

 

 Although the Chi-Square analyses do not indicate any statistically significant 

relationships between gender and contextual variables, the extant literature base suggests that 

gender and context are related, in that girls tend to engage in less serious behaviors that 

results in similar charges to boys’ more serious behaviors.   Knowing this information in 

addition to knowing that 63.4% of pairs in the sample have prima facie contextual 

differences, a qualitative analysis of the contexts is warranted.  When reading the police 

reports of each offense for which contextual differences exist on face, there are some minor 

differences within some of the pairs.  The details regarding the specific setting of the offenses 

and, in the violent charges, the actual behavior engaged in by the juveniles and whom the 

juvenile allegedly victimized are not markedly different between the males and females in 

the sample.  Based on the qualitative reading of the reports, the level of violence also seems 

to be rather similar among each of the pairs. 
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 One example of the minor contextual differences amidst rather similar offenses 

comes from a pair of 14-year-old Black juveniles who are both charged with third degree 

domestic assault (first or second offense).  The male in the pair  

“threw chairs and put mom in chokehold, then chased after younger brother.  The 

mother stated that her son was angry when she asked him to leave her room.  He then 

slammed doors and began throwing chairs when she confronted him about slamming 

doors.”   

The female in the pair  

“was a passenger in the car and assaulted the driver who was her mother.  A verbal 

disagreement turned into a physical fight in which the juvenile punched her mother 

with a closed fist.  The incident was witnessed by the sheriff who was driving behind 

them and pulled the car over.”   

The settings in this pair are different, in that one occurred in the home and one occurred in 

the car.  The male’s offense also includes chasing after a younger brother, although no 

violence is reported, and the female’s offense only includes one victim.  Each of these 

offenses also occurred after a verbal disagreement.  These levels of violence, however, can 

be marked as similar because objectively deciding whether being punched or being choked is 

more harmful based on the police report is impossible. 

 An additional example is a pair of 16-year old Black juveniles who were also charged 

with third degree domestic assault (first or second offense).  The female in the pair “choked 

her male cousin and scratched her sister.  The suspect was upset about being taken by police 

to Children’s Mercy the previous evening for a mental evaluation.”  The male in the pair 

“punched his sister in the face, after the victim told him that she was going to tell on him to 
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their parents for breaking into a neighbor’s house.  The act was witnessed by the suspect’s 

younger brother.”  The differences in this pair include the number of victims, the female 

victimized two people while the male victimized one, and the genders of the victims.  Again, 

however, the levels of violence are similar, as one victim was punched and the others were 

choked and scratched.   

 Although the qualitative analysis further explained the pairs for which contextual 

differences appear to exist, the actual situations within many of the pairs are not markedly 

different.  Whom the juvenile allegedly victimized and the actual levels of violence within 

the pairs, on which much of the existing literature base focuses, do not show great variance in 

this sample.  Based on the qualitative exploration of the reports, girls and boys tend to 

victimize similar people, such as family members and peers, and engage in similar actions 

and levels of violent behavior, ranging from pushing to repeatedly punching and kicking 

victims.  There are multiple reasons as to why there is a lack of significant differences within 

the contexts of offenses in this sample, and these explanations will be discussed in detail in 

the following chapter. 

 There are a few notable examples, however, that seem to be outliers in the sample 

that support related research which argues that girls are charged similarly to boys for less 

serious behaviors (Acoca, 1999; Chesney-Lind, 2002; Steffensmeier et al., 2005).  In a pair 

of 14-year-old Black juveniles charged with second degree assault, the female “chased a 

female victim with a knife, but no physical altercation occurred” whereas the male in the pair 

“stabbed a male victim in the arm with a knife.”  Another pair containing 16-year-old White 

juveniles charged with third degree assault (class C misdemeanor) shows a similar situation.  

The female in the pair “threatened to stab another girl with a pair of scissors after a verbal 
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disagreement, but there was no physical altercation.”  The male, on the other hand, “grabbed 

a male victim by the throat, threw him to the ground, and punched him in the head.”  Each of 

these illustrates that the females threatened violence, while the males actually engaged in 

serious violence, and the juveniles were charged with the same offense.  These situations 

clearly support relevant literature that says that girls’ less serious, only threatening, behaviors 

may be charged as harshly as boys’ serious behaviors. 

 Another interesting example shows more serious behaviors on the part of the female 

in relation to the male.  The male in the pair “engaged in a fight in the school cafeteria with 

one other juvenile male; the fight was broken up by the school resource officer.”  The female 

in the pair “threatened and assaulted another female student, and when two teachers (one 

male and one female) tried to break up the fight, the suspect assaulted both of them.  The 

principal then tried to break up the fight, and the suspect grabbed his neck and attempted to 

choke him.”  In this pair, consisting of 15-year-old White juveniles, each is charged with 

peace disturbance (first offense).  Although each of these aforementioned offense details 

shows clear contextual differences and disparities in the way each juvenile is charged, they 

are the exception and not the norm in this sample.  While they provide support for related 

literature on the subject of context and juvenile charging, they do not represent the greater 

sample.  Explanations for why these results do not mirror extant research will be discussed in 

the following chapter. 

 

R2: Are there contextual differences leading to specific offense charges based on race? 

 Of the 224 cases in the current sample, 58.9% of the juveniles are Black (n=132), 

while 41.1% of the juveniles are White (n=92).  The Chi-Square analysis of the contextual 
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differences dichotomous variable based on race did not reveal any statistically significant 

relationship (χ
2
=2.563; p=0.109).  When exploring the relationships between the other 

contextual variables based on race, the Chi-Square analyses did not reveal any significant 

relationships, with the exception of the behavior (no physical altercation/physical violence) 

listed in the offense details.  This analysis showed that there is a statistically significant 

relationship between race and the behavior in which a juvenile engaged (χ
2 

= 4.973; 

p=0.026).  The crosstabulation shows that Black juveniles in the sample were more likely to 

engage in physical violence in their offenses than White juveniles.  Given this finding, a 

measure of association was appropriate to explore the strength of this relationship.  Phi and 

Cramer’s V were calculated, revealing a value of 0.149, which indicates a relatively weak 

relationship between the race of the offender and the behavior in which he/she was involved.  

Table 6 illustrates this finding. 

 

 

 

Table 6 

 

Race and Behavior Crosstabulation 

  

White 

 

 

 

Black 

  

Total 

 

 N % N % N % 

Behavior       

No Physical Altercation 72 78.3 85 64.4 157 70.1 

Physical Violence 20 21.7 47 35.6 67 29.9 

Total 92 100.0 132 100.0 224 100.0 

 

Chi-square:   4.973 

p:   0.026 

Phi and Cramer’s V: 0.149 
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The other Chi-Square analyses that explored contextual differences variables based 

on race included the presence of a personal victim, the involvement of others/accomplices, 

the sex of others involved, the use of a weapon, the role of the juvenile, and the setting of the 

offense (public or private space).  These analyses did not reveal any statistically significant 

relationships, indicating that the null hypotheses of no relationship must be retained.  

Therefore, within this sample, there are no significant relationships between a juvenile’s race 

and a personal victim, the involvement of others, the sex of the others involved, the use of a 

weapon, whether or not the juvenile was the instigator, and where the offense took place. 

 Although the greater sample did not reveal many statistically significant relationships 

between contextual variables and race, examining what youth are charged with and the 

contexts of those specific offenses indicate some significant relationships.  The Chi-Square 

analysis exploring the relationship between race and offense classification or charge code 

revealed a statistic of 30.388, with an associated p-value of 0.000.  This finding means that 

within this sample, the race of the juvenile is related to the offense with which he/she is 

charged.  The crosstabulation reveals that Black juveniles are more likely than White 

juveniles to be charged with violent and property offenses, whereas White juveniles are more 

likely than Black juveniles to be charged with possession of controlled substances and 

disorder offenses.  Given this finding, a measure of association was appropriate to explore 

the strength of this relationship.  Phi and Cramer’s V were calculated, revealing a value of 

0.368, which indicated a moderate to weak relationship between the race of the offender and 

the offense with which he/she is charged.  Table 7 illustrates this finding. 
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Table 7 

Race and Offense Classification Crosstabulation 

  

Violent 

 

Property 

 

Possession  

 

Disorder 

 

Total 

 N % N % N % N % N % 

Race           

White 14 23.3 42 36.8 24 80.0 12 60.0 92 41.1 

Black 46 76.7 72 63.2 6 20.0 8 40.0 132 58.9 

Total 60 100.0 114 100.0 30 100.0 20 100.0 224 100.0 

 

Chi-square:   30.388 

p:   0.000 

Phi and Cramer’s V: 0.368 

 

 

Within the specific offense classifications, some significant relationships were found 

between the race of the juvenile and the contextual details.  Within property offenses 

(n=114), for example, a significant relationship exists between the race of the juvenile and 

the dichotomous contextual difference variable.  The Chi-Square analysis revealed a statistic 

of 6.312, with an associated p-value of 0.012.  The crosstabulation reveals that White 

juveniles were more likely than Black juveniles to have contextual differences within their 

referrals for property offenses.  Phi and Cramer’s V were calculated to assess the strength of 

this relationship, revealing a value of 0.235.  This value indicates a weak relationship 

between a juvenile’s race and the presence of contextual differences in his/her property 

offense referral.   

Also within property offenses, a significant relationship exists between the race of the 

juvenile and the presence of a personal victim (versus victimizing a business or home).  The 

Chi-Square analysis revealed a statistic of 6.666, with an associated p-value of 0.010.  The 
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crosstabulation indicates that Black juveniles were significantly less likely than White 

juveniles to victimize a person.  Cramer’s V was calculated to assess the strength of the 

relationship, and this test revealed a value of 0.242.  This value indicates a weak relationship 

between a juvenile’s race and the presence of a personal victim.  Table 8 illustrates these two 

findings regarding property offenses. 

 

 

Table 8 Bivariate Associations within Property Offenses 

Race and Contextual Differences 

  

White 

 

 

 

Black 

  

Total 

 

 N % N % N % 

Contextual Differences       

Yes 30 71.4 34 47.2 64 56.1 

No 12 28.6 38 52.8 50 43.9 

Total 42 100.0 72 100.0 114 100.0 

 

Chi-square:   6.312  

p:   0.012 

Phi and Cramer’s V: 0.235 

 

 

 

 

 

Race and Presence of Personal Victim 

  

White 

 

 

 

Black 

  

Total 

 

 N % N % N % 

Presence of Personal Victim       

Yes 31 73.8 66 91.7 97 85.1 

No 11 26.2 6 8.3 17 14.9 

Total 42 100.0 72 100.0 114 100.0 

 

Chi-square:  6.666 

p:  0.010 

Cramer’s V: 0.242 
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 One statistically significant relationship was also found within the offense 

classification of possession of controlled substances.  A significant relationship exists 

between the race of the juvenile and the role he/she played in the offense.  The Chi-Square 

analysis revealed a statistic of 4.126, with an associated p-value of 0.042.  The 

crosstabulation reveals that White juveniles were significantly more likely than Black 

juveniles to be reported as the instigator during the offense.  Given this finding, Cramer’s V 

was calculated to measure the strength of this relationship.  This test revealed a value of 

0.415, indicating a moderate relationship between the race of the juvenile and the role he/she 

played in the offense.  Table 9 illustrates this finding.   

Information on the role of the juvenile within possession referrals was available for 

only 24 cases, so this statistic must be interpreted with caution as the sample size is rather 

small.  However, within possession offenses, the crosstabulation still indicates a clear 

relationship between the race of the juvenile and whether or not the juvenile was reported to 

be the instigator during the offense. 

 

Table 9 Bivariate Associations within Possession Offenses 

Race and Role of Juvenile in Offense 

  

White 

 

 

 

Black 

  

Total 

 

 N % N % N % 

Role: Was juvenile the instigator?       

No 2 11.1 3 50.0 5 20.8 

Yes 16 88.9 3 50.0 19 79.2 

Total 18 100.0 6 100.0 24 100.0 

 

Chi-square: 4.126 

p:  0.042 

Cramer’s V: 0.415 

R3: Are there contextual differences leading to specific offense charges based on age? 
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 As previously mentioned, older juveniles, or those between the ages of 15 and 16 at 

the time of the referral, constitute 67% of the sample, and younger juveniles, those between 

the ages of 11 and 14, make up 33% of the sample.  Similar to relationships between race and 

contextual differences, bivariate analyses did not reveal any statistically significant 

relationships between the age of the juvenile and the contextual details of the referral.  The 

Chi-Square analysis of the juvenile’s age and the dichotomous contextual differences 

variable did not reveal any statistically significant relationship (χ
2 

=0.737, p=0.391).  

Additional analyses of age and other contextual variables, such as behavior in the offense, the 

presence of a personal victim, the involvement of others/accomplices, the sex of others 

involved, the use of a weapon, the role of the juvenile, and the setting, did not reveal any 

statistically significant relationships.  These findings mean that the null hypotheses of no 

relationship must be retained. 

 Although no relationships were revealed between the age of the juvenile and the 

contextual details of the offense referral, a relationship exists between the age of the juvenile 

and the offense with which he/she is charged.  The Chi-Square analysis calculated a statistic 

of 11.464, with an associated level of significance of 0.009.  The crosstabulation reveals that 

within this sample, older juveniles are more likely to be charged with each offense type—

violent, property, possession, and disorder—than younger juveniles.  This finding is 

consistent with relevant literature (i.e., Holsinger, 2011; Sickmund et al., 2011) which points 

out that in nationally-gathered data on juvenile delinquency, 15 and 16-year-old juveniles 

have greater involvement in all offense categories.  Given this finding, a measure of 

association was appropriate to assess the strength of this relationship.  Phi and Cramer’s V 

were calculated, revealing a value of 0.226.  This value indicates a weak relationship 
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between the age of the juvenile and the offense type with which he/she is charged.  Table 10 

illustrates this finding. 

 

Table 10 

Age and Offense Classification Crosstabulation 

  

Violent 

 

Property 

 

Possession  

 

Disorder 

 

Total 

 N % N % N % N % N % 

Age           

Younger 

(11-14) 

20 33.3 44 38.6 2 6.7 8 40.0 74 33.0 

Older 

(15-16) 

40 66.7 70 61.4 28 93.3 12 60.0 150 67.0 

Total 60 100.0 114 100.0 30 100.0 20 100.0 224 100.0 

 

Chi-square:   11.464 

p:   0.009 

Phi and Cramer’s V: 0.226 

 

 

 

 As with the race variable, relationships within each of these offense classifications 

were also explored based on the age variable.  However, no statistically significant 

relationships were revealed between the age of the juvenile and any of the contextual details 

variables when the offense classifications were examined individually.  These findings 

indicate that the null hypotheses of no relationship must be retained, thus maintaining that, 

according to the police reports in this sample, the contextual factors surrounding an offense 

do not differ based on the age of the juvenile. 
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R4: Are contextual differences greater for certain types of offenses than others? 

 Recall that the offenses included in the sample were coded into four categories of 

offenses: violent, property, possession of controlled substance, and disorder.  Property 

offenses constituted 50.9% of the sample (n=114), violent offenses made up 26.8% of the 

sample (n=60), possession of controlled substance offenses made up 13.4% of the sample 

(n=30), and disorder offenses constituted 8.9% of the sample (n=20).  The sample was 

explored beyond gender, race, and age to analyze the levels of contextual differences among 

each of these offense classifications.  The bivariate analyses revealed some statistically 

significant relationships between the offense types and contextual details.  The Chi-Square 

analysis of the dichotomous contextual difference variable and the offense classification 

revealed a statistic of 11.399, with an associated significance value of 0.010.  This finding 

indicates that there is a statistically significant relationship between the type of offense a 

juvenile is charged with and the presence of contextual differences.  Given this finding, a 

measure of association was calculated to assess the strength of this relationship.  Phi and 

Cramer’s V indicated a value of 0.226, indicating that the relationship is rather weak between 

the two variables.  Table 11 illustrates this finding. 
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Table 11 

Contextual Differences and Offense Classification Crosstabulation 

  

Violent 

 

Property 

 

Possession  

 

Disorder 

 

Total 

 N % N % N % N % N % 

Contextual Differences           

Yes 48 80.0 64 56.1 16 53.3 14 70.0 142 63.4 

No 12 20.0 50 43.9 14 46.7 6 30.0 82 36.6 

Total 60 100.0 114 100.0 30 100.0 20 100.0 224 100.0 

 

Chi-square:   11.399 

p:   0.010 

Phi and Cramer’s V: 0.226 

 

 

 In addition to this finding, the relationships between each of the contextual details 

variables and the offense classification variables revealed statistically significant 

relationships, with the exception of the role the juvenile played in the offense.  There did not 

appear to be any relationship between whether or not the juvenile was the instigator and the 

type of offense with which he/she was charged.  Analyses were not conducted on the use of 

weapon because a weapon was only present in six cases in the entire sample, which would 

create a lack of statistical power in the assessment.  There were relationships, however, 

between offense classification and the behavior in the offense, the presence of a personal 

victim, the involvement of others/accomplices, and the setting where the offense took place.   

The Chi-Square analysis of the offense classification and the behavior of the offense 

revealed a statistic of 182.580, with an associated p-value of 0.000.  The crosstabulation 

indicates that physical altercations are more prevalent in violent and disorder offenses, and 

no physical violence is present in property and possession of controlled substance offenses.  

Given these findings, a measure of association was calculated to assess the strength of this 
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relationship.  Phi and Cramer’s V calculated a value of 0.903, indicating a strong relationship 

between offense classification and the behavior in an offense.  Table 12 illustrates this result. 

 

Table 12 

Behavior and Offense Classification Crosstabulation 

  

Violent 

 

Property 

 

Possession  

 

Disorder 

 

Total 

 N % N % N % N % N % 

Behavior in Offense           

No physical altercation 4 6.7 114 100.0 30 100.0 9 45.0 157 70.1 

Physical Violence 56 93.3 0 0.0 0 0.0 11 55.0 67 29.9 

Total 60 100.0 114 100.0 30 100.0 20 100.0 224 100.0 

 

Chi-square:   182.580 

p:   0.000 

Phi and Cramer’s V: 0.903 
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A significant relationship also exists between offense classification and the presence 

of a personal victim in the offense.  The Chi-Square analysis revealed a statistic of 143.548, 

with an associated p-value of 0.000.  The crosstabulation shows that referrals for violent and 

disorder offenses indicated the presence of a personal victim much more frequently than 

property and possession of controlled substance offenses.  A measure of association was 

appropriate to evaluate the strength of this relationship.  Phi and Cramer’s V calculated a 

value of 0.801, indicating a strong relationship between these two variables.  Table 13 

illustrates this finding. 

 

Table 13 

Presence of Personal Victim and Offense Classification Crosstabulation 

  

Violent 

 

Property 

 

Possession  

 

Disorder 

 

Total 

 N % N % N % N % N % 

Personal Victim           

No 0 0.0 97 85.1 30 100.0 8 40.0 135 60.3 

Yes 60 100.0 17 14.9 0 0.0 12 60.0 89 39.7 

Total 60 100.0 114 100.0 30 100.0 20 100.0 224 100.0 

 

Chi-square:   143.548 

p:   0.000 

Phi and Cramer’s V: 0.801 
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In addition, a significant relationship exists between offense classification and the 

involvement of others or accomplices in the offense.  The Chi-Square analysis calculated a 

statistic of 10.719, with an associated p-value of 0.013.  The crosstabulation indicates that 

others are more likely to be involved in property and possession offenses than in violent and 

disorder offenses.  Phi and Cramer’s V were calculated to assess the strength of this 

relationship, revealing a value of 0.219.  This value indicates a relationship of weak strength 

between offense classification and the involvement of others.  Table 14 illustrates this 

finding. 

 

Table 14 

Involvement of Others/Accomplices and Offense Classification Crosstabulation 

  

Violent 

 

Property 

 

Possession  

 

Disorder 

 

Total 

 N % N % N % N % N % 

Others Involved           

No 40 66.7 50 43.9 11 36.7 11 55.0 112 50.0 

Yes 20 33.3 64 56.1 19 63.3 9 45.0 112 50.0 

Total 60 100.0 114 100.0 30 100.0 20 100.0 224 100.0 

 

Chi-square:   10.719 

p:   0.013 

Phi and Cramer’s V: 0.219 
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Finally, analyses revealed a statistically significant relationship between the type of 

offense a juvenile was charged with and the setting where the offense took place.  Data on 

the setting were available for 208 cases in the current sample.  The Chi-Square analysis 

calculated a statistic of 12.284, with an associated p-value of 0.006.  The crosstabulation 

shows that all offenses are much more likely to take place in public, such as a school, 

business, or park, than in a private setting like the home or in a car, but the difference is 

much smaller within possession of controlled substances offenses.  Phi and Cramer’s V were 

calculated to evaluate the strength of this relationship, revealing a value of 0.243.  This value 

indicates a relationship of weak strength between offense type and the place where an offense 

occurred.  Table 15 illustrates this finding. 

 

Table 15 

Setting and Offense Classification Crosstabulation 

  

Violent 

 

Property 

 

Possession  

 

Disorder 

 

Total 

 N % N % N % N % N % 

Setting           

Private 12 25.5 18 15.8 13 46.4 5 26.3 48 23.1 

Public 35 74.5 96 84.2 15 53.6 14 73.7 160 76.9 

Total 47 100.0 114 100.0 28 100.0 19 100.0 208 100.0 

 

Chi-square:   12.284 

p:   0.006 

Phi and Cramer’s V: 0.243 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

 

Summary of Findings 

 The sample consisted of 224 juvenile referral cases, or 112 matched pairs containing 

one boy and girl of the same race, age, and charge.  Of the 224 cases, females (n=112) and 

males (n=112) each constituted 50% of the sample.  The majority of the juveniles in the 

sample are African American (n=132; 58.9%), with White juveniles comprising 41.1% 

(n=92).  Older offenders, or those who were between the ages of 15 and 16 at the time of 

referral, made up 67% of the sample (n=150), while younger offenders between the ages of 

11 and 14 comprised 33%.  Most of the youth in the sample had zero prior referrals to the 

family court (n=204; 91.1%), while very few had one or more prior referrals (n=20; 8.9%).  

Regarding offense classification, 50.9% of the cases were referred to court for property 

offenses (n=114), with violent offenses comprising 26.8% of the sample (n=60), 13.4% of 

possession of controlled substances (n=30), and finally disorder offenses as 8.9% of the 

sample (n=20).   

 The police reports that corresponded with each juvenile referral were both 

qualitatively and quantitatively assessed for contextual differences among the pairs.  The 

qualitative assessment resulted in a dichotomous variable of whether or not the pair 

contained contextual differences.  Of the 112 matched pairs, 63.4% (n=71) were determined 

to have contextual differences, while 36.6% (n=41) were determined to have no contextual 

differences.  During the qualitative assessment of the police reports, many similar details 

emerged that were then quantified into separate nominal variables.   Following the suggestion 
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regarding contexts discussed by Triplett and Myers (1995), these variables included the 

actual behavior in the offense (meaning whether or not there was a physical altercation), the 

presence of a personal victim, the presence of others or accomplices, the sex of the others 

involved, the use of a weapon, the role the juvenile played in the offense, and the setting of 

the offense.   

Regarding the behavior in the offense, 29.9% of the cases (n=67) in the sample 

contained some form of physical violence, while 70.1% (n=157) reported no physical contact 

between an offender and victim.  A personal victim, rather than a business or property, was 

present in 39.7% of the cases (n=89), and 60.3% of the cases (n=135) did not involve a 

personal victim.  Additionally, exactly half of the cases (n=112) reported the presence of 

others or accomplices in the commission of an offense, whereas half of the cases (n=112) 

reported that no others were involved in the offense.  Of the 112 cases that involved others or 

accomplices, females constituted 17.9% (n=40) of the others involved, males made up 24.6% 

(n=55), and both sexes were represented in 7.6% of the cases (n=17). 

Data regarding the role of the juvenile in the offense were available for 73.2% of the 

cases (n=164).  The offending juvenile was reported to be the instigator in 58.9% of the cases 

(n=132), whereas 14.3% of the juveniles (n=32) were reported as just having participated in 

the offense in a secondary role.  Finally, data on the setting of the offense were available for 

92.9% of the sample (n=208).  Offenses that occurred in a public place, such as in a school, 

business, park, or other public place, constituted 78.6% of the offenses (n=160).  Offense that 

took place in a private setting, such as in a home or car, made up 23.1% of the cases (n=48). 

In addition to the demographic information the study revealed, several statistically 

significant bivariate relationships were found with regards to gender, race, age, and offense 
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classification.  Interestingly, and contrary to existing literature (i.e., Steffensmeier & 

Schwartz, 2009; Triplett & Myers, 1995), no statistically significant relationship was found 

between the gender of the offending juvenile and contextual differences in offending 

behaviors.  A qualitative analysis of each of the police reports in all of the pairs revealed that 

while there were a few outlying pairs with grossly unequal behaviors resulting in similar 

charges, the majority of the pairs did not exhibit true differences in terms of behavior and 

threat or level of violence.  The notable difference that revealed a statistically significant 

relationship when studied via a Chi-square analysis was the relationship between the gender 

of the offending juvenile and the gender of the others involved.  These results showed that 

females and males are more likely to offend with peers of their own sex, and females also 

offend with peers of both sexes more than males.  While significant in this sample, the 

relationship is contrary to that which is presented in some research.  Giordano (2009) found 

when delinquency occurs in groups, girls are more likely to offend with older males than 

with their same-sex peers.  The current sample showed, however, that juveniles from this 

sample were more likely to engage in delinquent acts with their same-sex peers. 

Statistically significant relationships were also revealed when examining the race of 

the offending juvenile and the contextual details of the offense.  One significant relationship 

was revealed between race and the behavior (i.e., no physical altercation/physical violence) 

reported in the offense details.  The Chi-Square analysis showed that Black juveniles in the 

sample were more likely to be reported as engaging in physical violence in their offenses 

than White juveniles.  Additionally, bivariate analyses revealed a statistically significant 

relationship between the race of the juvenile and the classification of the offense with which 

he/she was charged.  Results indicated that Black juveniles were more likely than White 
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juveniles to be charged with violent and property offenses, whereas White juveniles were 

more likely to be charged with possession of controlled substances and disorder offenses.  

This finding is consistent with relevant literature, in that minority youth are generally found 

to be represented more than White youth at all stages of the juvenile justice process (Engen et 

al., 2002; Huizinga et al., 2007; Tapia, 2010).  Police also tend to view Black youth as more 

dangerous, which explains their overrepresentation in the violent and property offenses, as 

police are more likely to arrest them for more serious offenses than White youth (Bridges & 

Steen 1998; Lieber & Jamieson, 1995; Pope & Snyder, 2003). 

When bivariate analyses were conducted isolating the offense classifications, multiple 

statistically significant relationships were revealed as well.  Within property offenses, for 

example, a significant relationship was shown to exist between the race of the juvenile and 

the dichotomous contextual difference variable.  The results showed that White juveniles 

were more likely than Black juveniles to have contextual differences within their referrals for 

property offenses.  Further, a relationship was revealed between the race of the juvenile and 

the presence of a personal victim, versus victimizing a business or home.  In this sample, 

Black juveniles were significantly less likely than White juveniles to victimize a person.  

Finally, among possession of controlled substances offenses, a significant relationship 

existed between the race of the juvenile and the role he/she played in the offense.  The results 

indicated that White juveniles were significantly more likely than Black juveniles to be 

reported as the instigator during the offense. 

Although no significant relationships were revealed between the age of the juvenile 

and the contextual details outlined in the offense referral, a statistically significant 

relationship was shown to exist between the age of the juvenile and the offense with which 
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he/she was charged.  The results indicated that within this sample, older juveniles (ages 15-

16) were more likely to be charged with each offense type—violent, property, possession, 

and disorder—than younger juveniles (ages 11-14).  This finding is also consistent with 

relevant literature, in that juveniles ages 15 and 16 constitute the largest proportion of 

juvenile court cases (Holsinger, 2011; Sickmund et al., 2011). 

Final bivariate analyses revealed several that there are greater contextual differences 

for certain types of offenses than others.  A Chi-Square analysis revealed a statistically 

significant relationship between the type of offense a juvenile was charged with and the 

presence of contextual differences in general.  The results indicate that a greater proportion 

of contextual differences are present in violent and disorder offenses than in property and 

possession offenses.  Statistically significant relationships were also revealed between 

offense classification and the behavior in the offense, the presence of a personal victim, the 

involvement of others or accomplices, and the setting where the offense took place.   

Results indicated that physical altercations were more prevalent in violent and 

disorder offenses, and no physical violence was present in property or possession of 

controlled substances offenses.  Additionally, referrals for violent and disorder offenses 

indicated the presence of a personal victim much more frequently than property and 

possession offenses.  Regarding the involvement of others, the analysis revealed that other 

people were more likely to be involved in property and possession offenses than in violent 

and disorder offenses.  Finally, all offenses were much more likely to place in public places, 

such as a school, business, park, or other public area, than in a private setting like a home or 

car. 
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Discussion 

 The main purpose of the current research was to explore the idea that girls’ arrest 

rates may be increasing because gendered contextual differences are obscured in broad 

offense categories, meaning that girls and boys may have very different behaviors that lead to 

similar charges.  Much of the existing literature on the topic of gender differences in 

processing has focused on the adjudication and disposition phases of the juvenile justice 

process, so the current research aimed to explore gender differences in arrest and charging 

decisions.  The current study also explored differences among different races and ages, and 

while differences were found in charging among these groups, no statistically significant 

relationships were found between contextual differences in arrests and charging decisions 

and the gender of a juvenile offender. 

 As girls come into contact with the juvenile justice system at higher rates than in 

previous decades, many scholars question whether girls are committing more offenses or if 

the behaviors of police officers and policies in the juvenile justice system are changing.  

Much of the relevant research finds that police officers and juvenile justice policies account 

for much of the increase in girls’ offending (Chesney-Lind & Okamoto, 2003; Chesney-Lind 

& Irwin, 2008; Feld, 2009; Steffensmeier et al., 2005; Stevens et al., 2011).  However, the 

current research does not support this constructionist hypothesis.  Instead, this study finds 

that girls’ offending behaviors are very similar to those of boys.  Both the quantitative and 

qualitative analysis of the sample at hand revealed that girls engage in similar, almost equal 

behaviors as boys that led to similar charges.  Because of the matched pairs design, these 

findings do not suggest strong support for the normative hypothesis that girls are just 

engaging in more offending behavior than in the past.  Nevertheless, a detailed study of 
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paired offenses describing the behaviors of boys and girls on similar charges revealed that the 

contexts of the offenses were not markedly different, like much of the extant literature would 

suggest. 

 Acoca (1999) and Chesney-Lind and Irwin (2008) argue that behaviors that would 

once be classified as incorrigibility or beyond parental control are now viewed as assaults, 

which reflects the increased policing of girls’ aggression rather than actual changes in girls’ 

behaviors.  These researchers cite examples of girls reacting to parental aggression by 

throwing something at them and the parents subsequently pressing charges.  One of the most 

cited examples in much of the studies on this topic is presented by Acoca (1999), who found 

one report of a girl charged with simple assault for “throwing cookies at her mother.” (p.8). 

A clear disparity would most likely exist with this contextual detail if this report were paired 

with a simple assault committed by a boy of the same age and race.  Although this example is 

notable, the current research finds that incidents like these tend to be the exception and not 

the rule.   

While examples of gross disparities in the contexts of offenses were revealed in the 

current sample, these examples were few and did not show that girls alone tend to be more 

harshly charged for less serious behaviors.  In fact, in one of the pairs identified to have 

notable disparities, the girl in the pair engaged in much more serious and violent behaviors 

than the boy, a finding that is not common in the extant literature.  Because these examples 

were so few in a sample of 112 pairs, no definite conclusions can be drawn about the 

disparate behaviors of girls and boys within the same charge codes, as most of the analyses 

showed that girls and boys engaged in similar behaviors to receive the same charges. 
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Although these findings contrast what much of the literature says about gender and 

delinquency processing, the current study followed methodologies similar to those of current, 

related studies (i.e., Carr et al., 2008; Leiber & Mack, 2003).  Carr et al. (2008) explored 

juvenile justice outcomes for boys and girls before and after residential treatment, which is a 

different juvenile justice component not addressed by the current study.  However, much like 

the present study, the researchers utilized juvenile court records and juvenile referrals to 

measure the contacts with and responses by the juvenile justice system to boys’ and girls’ 

delinquent behaviors.  They examined these records for both demographic data regarding 

offending behavior, but also for the behaviors within the offenses.  Additionally, the current 

study also mirrors some of the methods used by Leiber and Mack (2003).  Their study 

analyzed race, gender, and family status on juvenile justice decision-making at the initial 

court appearance stage.  Like in the current study, the researchers utilized county juvenile 

court referrals to examine the race and gender of the offending juvenile, the type of crime 

he/she engaged in, and the severity of the crime.   

Despite these similarities, neither of these two aforementioned studies used a matched 

pairs design to quantitatively and qualitatively assess contextual differences in arrests among 

boys and girls.  The current study’s methodology was born out of specific calls for further 

exploration by other researchers.  For example, Pope and Snyder (2003) note that most 

research on juvenile justice has focused solely on the processes of intake, detention, 

adjudication, and disposition.   Steffensmeier and Schwartz (2009) also argue that further 

study of juvenile court records at the local level is necessary to contribute to a better 

understanding of juveniles’ interactions with police.  Moreover, Triplett and Myers (1995) 

and Leiber and Jamieson (1995) point out that research on the context of offending is quite 
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limited, as most previous studies focus only on the prevalence and incidence of offending.  

Because prior research suggests that girls offend in much different ways than boys yet 

receive similar outcomes, the examination of the context of offending and police encounters 

is important. 

     Even though the results of the current study do not match predictions made in 

relevant research, the current study still contributes to the literature on juvenile justice 

processing and official responses to delinquency.  This study is based on research that argues 

that the juvenile justice system is a gendered institution that perpetuates gender inequalities 

(Carr et al., 2008), which leads one to believe that girls will be charged with more serious 

offenses for less serious behaviors than boys.  The results show that this is not the case in the 

current sample, as girls and boys received similar charges for engaging in similar types of 

behaviors.  Why these contradictory findings may have been revealed is discussed in the 

following section. 

 

Limitations 

 Several limitations were present in the current study; however, these limitations do 

not impede on the importance and significance of the results.  A discussion of the limitations 

is necessary for future research regarding gendered contextual differences and juvenile 

justice processing.  The most notable limitation in the current study is the small sample size, 

which was facilitated by another limitation of missing data among the police reports.  The 

original sample was supposed to contain 450 juvenile police reports, or 225 pairs of juvenile 

cases, referred to the Jackson County Family Court during the 2010 calendar year.  The final 

sample, however, contained only 224 juvenile cases, resulting in only 112 pairs.  Within 
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these cases, the breakdown of offense type limited the sample further.  Property offenses 

constituted 114 of the cases, violent offenses made up 60 of the cases, possession offenses 

constituted 30 cases, and disorder offenses only made up 20 cases.   

Similar studies (i.e., Acoca & Dedel, 1998; Carr et al., 2008; Leiber & Mack, 2003) 

have utilized a much larger number of cases by which to analyze gender differences, each 

which resulted in findings contrary to the current study.  Leiber and Mack’s (2003) study 

contained 6,933 juvenile cases, Acoca & Dedel (1998) assessed nearly 1,000 juvenile cases, 

and Carr et al. (2008) analyzed 587 youth’s records.   The matched pairs design limited the 

amount of cases that could be utilized in the current study because each pair needed one boy 

and one girl who matched exactly on race, age, offense classification, and number of prior 

offenses.  This method limited the amount of available data, although it did allow for very 

detailed contextual comparisons between boys’ and girls’ offending behaviors. 

The small sample was not only a function of needing exact matches for the pairs, but 

the sample was also limited by the amount of missing data in the form of police reports.  

Complete police reports that corresponded to the juvenile and his/her charge within the 

sample were only available for 224 of the original 450 cases.  Many of the reports were 

simply unable to be found by the research team at the Jackson County Family Court because 

the police reports were not accessible through the electronic Justice Information System (JIS) 

database.  Additionally, some of the police reports did not report on the offense for which the 

juvenile was included in the current sample.  If the juvenile engaged in multiple delinquent 

offenses in one setting at one time, the police officer may have only reported on the most 

serious behavior and not on the behavior with which the juvenile was also charged that was 

included in the present sample.  Essentially, some police reports that corresponded with 
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particular juveniles did not address the offense in current question.  Relying on police reports 

for the current sample was necessary and informative to assess differences in juvenile arrests 

and charges, but the use of the police reports also limited the amount of usable data in the 

study. 

The limited sample size does affect the applicability of the study to the general 

juvenile offender population.  The study can still be cautiously generalized the juvenile 

offender population in Jackson County, however, because the proportions of offenders and 

offenses in the sample generally match those of reported offenses in 2010.  For example, in 

terms of demographic makeup of offenders, the Jackson County Family Court (2010) 

reported that Black youth constituted 59% of all referrals in 2010, and White youth made up 

36% of the referrals.  Recall that Hispanic and Asian youth were precluded from the study 

due to a very limited number of cases in the sample and in the number of referrals for 2010.  

Thus, the usable sample for the current study resulted in 58.9% of offenses committed by 

Black youth and 41.1% of offenses committed by White youth, proportions which are very 

close to those for all 2010 referrals.   

Additionally, the distribution of the ages of offenders in the sample closely resembles 

that of all 2010 referrals.  Youth between the ages of 11 and 14 at the time of their offense 

constituted 34% of all referrals in 2010, and youth between the ages of 15 and 16 made up 

61% of all 2010 referrals (Jackson County Family Court, 2010).  In the current sample, youth 

between 11 and 14 made up 33% of the referrals, and youth between 15 and 16 constituted 

67% of the referrals.  Even though the current sample is small in comparison to other, related 

studies, the demographic distribution of the sample closely mirrors that of all 2010 referrals 
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in Jackson County, which increases the generalizability of the study to the juvenile offender 

population in this area. 

The findings of this study may have also been limited by the quantitative contextual 

variables utilized in the analyses.  The contextual differences found among the pairs were 

quantified to allow for more specific numerical analyses.  This practice resulted in 

dichotomous variables that assessed the actual behavior reported in the offense, the presence 

of a personal victim, the involvement of others or accomplices, the sex of the others 

involved, the use of a weapon, the role the juvenile played in the offense, and the setting 

where the offense occurred.  These codes emerged both inductively, from a qualitative 

assessment of the data, and deductively, from a suggestion of the research of Triplett and 

Myers (1995).  These quantitative variables, however, may not have been sensitive enough to 

the differences within the pairs, resulting in findings that do not accurately portray the 

contextual variances in the sample.  More situational dissimilarities may exist within the 

current sample that went unnoticed by the quantitative analyses and that were not stark 

enough to be present in the qualitative analysis.   

This limitation may also be a function of the reliance on police reports in the study.  

Police may not have recorded all of the situational elements of the reported offenses that are 

necessary and important to the study of gender differences in the contexts of arrests.  

Horowitz and Pottieger (1991) note that the use of official arrest data on crimes is one of the 

major reasons for disagreements about gender bias in the juvenile justice system.  Official 

arrest reports may be limited in their descriptions of delinquent activities, and the 

methodology is further limited by only exploring one step of juvenile justice system 

processing (Horowitz & Pottieger, 1991).  Utilizing police reports as in the current study 
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does fill a recognizable gap in juvenile processing literature, but the method also opens itself 

to multiple limitations that could ideally be solved with better official police records of 

events. 

 

Implications 

 While few statistically significant relationships were found between the genders, 

races, and ages of juvenile offenders and the presence of contextual differences within 

offenses they commit, the current study still contributes to the extant literature base and can 

provide some relevant implications.  This study aimed to explore juvenile justice processing 

through a feminist lens, which calls for the inclusion of gender in empirical research and 

argues that how gender affects justice system outcomes must be studied for both females and 

males.  Research has shown that many times girls incur harsh punishments for violating 

gender-role stereotypes or violating the traditional feminine role (DeFleur, 1975; Holsinger, 

2000; Visher, 1983).  Further, Hoyt and Scherer (1998) point out that despite reform efforts, 

the juvenile justice system is still faulted for unfairly treating girls more harshly than boys.  

With this knowledge, the current study aimed to document gender, race, and age differences 

in the hopes of influencing juvenile justice decision-making. 

 Although few differences were documented, this study can still influence the field of 

juvenile justice.  Because the sample is generally representative of Jackson County juvenile 

referrals for 2010, one could cautiously conclude that perhaps Jackson County does not 

disparately charge boys and girls for their behaviors.  Perhaps this county charges juveniles 

consistently with their behaviors and does not upcharge girls for less serious behaviors than 

boys.  Given the previously-mentioned limitations of the study and that many empirical 
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studies show this not to be the case, one can only cautiously assume that juvenile justice 

reform efforts in this county have decreased the level of disparate charging.  The finding that 

juvenile justice decision-makers in Jackson County do not charge girls too harshly would be 

ideal, but the relevant literature and limitations in this study preclude the researcher from 

making this conclusion. 

 Theory-testing is also beyond the scope of this research and was not specifically 

considered when constructing the methodology.  This study can, however, generally 

contribute to the theoretical discussions regarding the recent increases in girls’ presence in 

juvenile courts.  Schwartz et al. (2009) and Steffensmeier et al. (2005) discuss the normative 

perspective to explain girls’ offending.  This perspective posits that changes in girls’ lives 

have affected their behaviors and levels of violence.  Greater female freedom, changes in 

gender-role expectations, economic hardship, and the stress and strains associated with these 

factors, among other changes, may encourage women and girls to engage in more criminal 

and delinquent behaviors.  On the other hand, the constructionist perspective explains that 

girls’ arrest trends are the result of juvenile delinquency policy and enforcement changes that 

have increased the visibility and reporting of female crime.  This perspective holds that 

changes in juvenile justice decision-making account for girls’ increased presence in juvenile 

court, more so than changes in girls’ behaviors (Steffensmeier et al., 2005). 

 Because the current study found that girls and boys engaged in similar behaviors and 

actions to receive similar charges, the results indicate that girls’ behaviors are more equal to 

those of boys, providing some support for the normative perspective.  This assertion is, again, 

made cautiously because of the previously-discussed limitations of the study; however, the 

empirical analysis shows that in this sample, girls engage in behaviors that are quite similar 
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to boys.  This conclusion is not to say that girls are becoming increasingly more violent, as 

some normative theorists may argue.  The findings simply contradict the constructionist 

perspective that police and juvenile justice officials and policies are solely to blame for 

increased rates of female delinquent offending. 

 Even though this study did not find support for the notion that the juvenile justice is a 

gendered organization, many studies on which this research is based have found evidence of 

gender bias in the system.  This research is also predicated on many anecdotal accounts of 

disparate responses to girls’ and boys’ offending, and even the few outliers in the data 

supporting this idea are notable.  Each of these studies and this research still recognize that 

system-involved youth are often treated in ways that perpetuate gender inequality for both 

boys and girls.  Although girls experience higher levels of formal social control, boys are 

also subjected to gendered norms and expectations.  Carr et al. (2003) write that the solution 

to this gendered tradition in the justice system is  

to embrace a proactive approach to reducing gender inequality by recognizing that 

gender develops from negotiations in a particular context, which can replicate 

existing gender arrangements and inequality or can refashion gendered enactment and 

reduce gender inequality (p. 39-40). 

Understanding these differences should also lead to support for justice system programs that 

support equal behavioral expectations for boys and girls, especially norms related to 

delinquency and aggression. 
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Recommendations for Future Research 

 The current study also demonstrates the need for further research regarding the arrest 

phase of the juvenile justice process.  To correct for some of the limitations found in this 

study, future research should aim to employ much larger sample sizes.  Although the process 

of creating and analyzing exact matched pairs for many juvenile cases is laborious, the 

breadth of knowledge that could be garnered from similar research would be immensely 

beneficial.   Acquiring many more police reports by tracking down missing data and utilizing 

multiple cities and counties could increase sample sizes.  The level of missing data was 

uniquely problematic in the present study, so accessing many more police reports for a larger 

study could correct this problem.  A larger sample size would also increase the 

generalizability of similar studies, which is important when the intention is to characterize 

the juvenile justice process. 

 In addition to increasing sample sizes, future research should also shape the data in a 

way that allows for analyses on the interaction effects of gender, race, and age.  Although 

this study found some significant relationships between the contextual details of offenses and 

the races and ages of juveniles, prior studies have also pointed out that these factors interact 

with gender to produce unique juvenile justice outcomes.  Because pairs were matched on 

race and age in this study, interaction analyses were precluded from investigation.  A study 

that can assess these interaction effects in the arrest process would provide distinct insight 

into the true contexts of arrests.  Further research on the arrest and charging processes in the 

juvenile justice system is necessary to identify any disparities among different genders, races, 

and ages.  Researchers can then begin to design effective solutions to address these issues, 
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making the juvenile justice process a more equitable and fair experience for those youth who 

find themselves in the juvenile justice system. 
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