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This article addresses two issues that have received little attention in
empirical research—the mechanisms explaining variation in violent
delinquency within gender and variation in levels of violence across
gender, or the gender gap. Toward these ends, the article synthesizes
arguments from differential association theory, feminist theory, and
gender studies. The outcome is a theoretical model of gender and vio-
lent delinquency that focuses on the interplay between structural posi-
tions and cultural processes. The theoretical model includes a core
construct of differential association theory—the learning of definitions
favorable to violence—as well as arguments about cultural definitions
or meanings of gender and gender differences in the role of familial
controls and peer influence, which are derived from feminist theory
and gender studies. It then examines how these cultural processes are
conditioned by structural positions. One of the key arguments is that
the violent delinquency of females is controlled through rather subtle,
indirect mechanisms, while the violence of males is controlled in more
direct, overt ways. The results of the empirical analysis support the the-
oretical arguments, contribute to the limited understanding of the varia-
tion in violent offending among females, and explain the sources of the
gender gap in violent delinquency. The article thereby allows greater
understanding of the broader phenomenon of juvenile violence.

Youth violence is considered to be a serious contemporary problem.
Yet, theoretical explanations of the causes of violent delinquency have
focused on males and largely ignored females (see Kruttschnitt, 1994), per-
haps because there has been a tendency to view violence as a “male” phe-
nomenon. This view is inconsistent with the findings of self-report studies,
however. Studies of self-reported delinquency find gender ratios ranging
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from approximately 1.1 to 5.3, depending on the specific aggressive,
assaultive offense measured (Hindelang et al., 1979; Maguire and Pastore,
1997:240-243).1 These ratios show that although there is a substantial gen-
der gap, girls do engage in a significant amount of violent delinquency.
Better understanding youth violence, therefore, requires moving beyond
the traditional focus on males to examine also the causes of violence
among females and the sources of the gender gap in violence. Indeed, the
recent American Sociological Association report on violence argues that
“the neglect of girls as a relevant research population has limited our
capacity to understand the full complexity of youth violence” (Levine and
Rosich, 1996:11).

Understanding the complexity of the relationship between gender and
violent delinquency requires a theory of the differentiated experiences of
the genders that are rooted in inequality between the sexes (Chesney-
Lind, 1997; Daly and Chesney-Lind, 1988). We maintain that such a the-
ory must focus on both cultural and structural processes. Researchers
increasingly are becoming aware that understanding a variety of social
problems requires attention to the interplay between culture and social
structure (e.g., Wilson, 1991). Consistent with this thinking, some research
on violent offending by males recognizes the importance of the combined
influence of structural (e.g., social class, female headship) and cultural fac-
tors (e.g., parental and peer influence) (Heimer, 1997; Sampson, 1997).
For example, recent work has used differential association theory to
account for the joint influence of structure and culture on violent delin-
quency by males (Heimer, 1997). But the ways that the specific relation-
ships among culture, structure, and violent delinquency are conditioned by
gender have not yet been addressed.

That is the task of this analysis: Specifically, we reformulate differential
association theory to show how structural and cultural contexts combine to
explain variation in violent delinquency within gender and variation in
levels of violence across gender (i.e., the gender gap). This requires recon-
ceptualizing differential association theory to specify how the differenti-
ated experiences of girls and boys lead to violent offending. To date, the
theory has not included explicit arguments about gender. In this work, we
specify a perspective that incorporates into the differential association
framework insights from feminist theories and gender studies. We then

1. Research shows that the magnitude of the gender difference is greater in offi-
cial data than in self-report data (e.g., Smith and Visher, 1980), presumably because
self-report data tap less serious violence than official data, on average. Regardless of
whether official or self-report data are examined, however, gender ratios of violent
delinquency have been fairly stable since the early 1980s (Chesney-Lind, 1997:37-39;
Maguire and Pastore, 1997:240-243).
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assess our arguments using the data from the National Youth Survey (Elli-
ott et al., 1985, 1989) and covariance structure analysis.

This research contributes to the literature in several ways. First, it goes
beyond previous work by assessing empirically the mechanisms leading to
violent delinquency by females, as well as the sources of variation in vio-
lence across gender. As such, this study pushes forward knowledge of
juvenile violence more generally. Second, our study assesses how social
structural and cultural factors combine to produce gender differences in
violent delinquency. This work therefore goes beyond existing work on
gender and (nonviolent) delinquency, which tends to focus either on
social-psychological mechanisms, like familial controls (e.g., Canter, 1982;
Jensen and Eve, 1976) and gender roles (e.g., Giordano and Cernkovich,
1979; Horwitz and White, 1987; Shover et al., 1979), or on structural-level
mechanisms (Messerschmidt, 1986), but rarely addresses both. Third, our
research reformulates a classical theory of crime, differential association
theory, to address differences in the experiences of females and males. As
critics often have noted, criminology too often has ignored gender or
blindly applied unmodified theories of male behavior to the law violation
of females (Klein, 1973; Smart, 1976).

STRUCTURE, CULTURE, AND VIOLENT
DELINQUENCY: A DIFFERENTIAL
ASSOCIATION PERSPECTIVE

A strength of the differential association theory of crime is that it
addresses the role of social structure as well as culture, at least implicitly.
A core assumption of the theory is that society is characterized by norma-
tive conflict over the law, wherein some groups define crime as always
wrong and others justify it under some circumstances (Sutherland, 1947,
Sutherland et al,, 1992). According to Sutherland’s principle of differen-
tial social organization, groups with high rates of crime are those whose
norms, values, and practices are inconsistent with the norms expressed in
the legal codes. Differential social organization thus explains variation in
crime across structural groupings, such as gender, social class, race, neigh-
borhood, and so on.

Differential social organization affects the behavior of individuals
through a cultural process, differential association, in which individuals
learn definitions (i.e., attitudes, rationalizations) and techniques favorable
and unfavorable to law violation through interacting with significant
others and reference groups. Structural positions in part determine the
others with whom individuals come into contact and thus shape the con-
tent of learning. Most treatments of differential association theory there-
fore argue that definitions of the law mediate the influence on crime of
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structural factors and associations with significant others (e.g., Heimer and
Matsueda, 1987; Tittle et al., 1986).2

Although much of the recent research on differential association theory
has focused on global indices of delinquency, Sutherland (1947) argued for
the development of more precise statements of the theory to account for
specific forms of offending. Classical studies of differential association,
indeed, followed this course (e.g. Cressey, 1953, 1954; Sutherland, 1937,
1949).

Recently, Heimer (1997) has specified the differential association pro-
cess leading to a specific form of offending among males—violent delin-
quency. She shows how one aspect of social structure, socioeconomic
status (SES), shapes violent behavioral histories, parenting practices,
associations with aggressive peers, the learning of violent definitions, and
ultimately, violent delinquency. Specifically, she argues that boys from
lower SES families have less legitimate power to deal with problems; are
more receptive to alternative solutions, such as the use of physical force
(see Black, 1983; Cloward and Ohlin, 1960; Cohen, 1955); and therefore
are more likely to learn definitions favorable to violence. In addition,
Heimer shows that SES influences violent definitions indirectly by shaping
parenting practices. Lower SES parents are less likely than higher SES
parents to supervise their children closely, and consequently, these youths
have more opportunities to learn violent definitions outside the family.
Consistent with other work (e.g., Gecas, 1979; Kohn, 1977), she also finds
that lower SES parents are more likely to use coercive discipline, such as
commands, restrictions, threats, and physical punishment, which teaches
youths that coercion and physical force are acceptable ways to solve
problems. Heimer argues that youths can generalize from this to form
definitions favorable to violence, thus becoming more likely to commit
violent delinquency.3 Finally, she maintains that youths with histories of
violent delinquency are likely to continue such behavior, in part because
they are more likely to seek out other aggressive youths and are more
receptive to learning violent definitions.

2. Similarly, objective opportunities to commit crime are likely correlated with
structural positions, and their effects theoretically would be mediated in part by individ-
uals’ perceptions of these opportunities as criminal (Matsueda, 1988:283). These per-
ceptions, like criminal definitions, are learned in interaction with others. Due to data
limitations, we do not address either objective or subjective opportunities to commit
violent delinquency in this study.

3. Social learning theory proposes that parents’ behavior can directly influence
youths’ behavior, independent of learning definitions, through imitation (Akers, 198S;
Akers et al., 1979). We expect this influence to be small here because imitation is
strongest for novel behaviors (Krohn et al., 1985), and most youths have behaved
aggressively by the time they reach adolescence. Heimer (1997) finds no support for
pure imitation in the case of violent male behavior.
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In short, Heimer’s work specifies explicit links between one structural
factor, SES, and the cultural processes leading to violent delinquency
among males. However, research shows that other structural factors are
associated with violent delinquency, including poverty, race, and female
headship (e.g., Bursik and Grasmick, 1993; Peterson and Krivo, 1993;
Sampson, 1987). Further, it is likely that gender conditions the differential
association process leading to violence. The next section develops our
reformulated differential association perspective on gender and violence
and then addresses the role of several structural factors.

A THEORETICAL EXPLANATION OF GENDER AND VIOLENT
DELINQUENCY

The joint influence of structure and culture has not been specified for
female violence or for the gender gap in violence. Indeed, the dominant
theory of gender and delinquency, power-control theory, posits an associa-
tion among social class, parenting practices, taste for risk, and the gender
gap in nonserious “common” offenses, such as status offenses, petty theft,
and drug offenses (Hagan et al., 1985, 1987), but it does not address seri-
ous or violent delinquency. As its proponents acknowledge, power-con-
trol theory may not be relevant for understanding gender differences in
violence (Hagan et al., 1985). The other major theoretical perspective on
gender differences in the causes of crime, feminist theory (e.g., Mes-
serschmidt, 1986), focuses most attention on structural processes and does
not develop a complete and convincing argument about associated cultural
elements (for further discussion, see Simpson, 1991). Recent work on
masculinity and crime (Messerschmidt, 1993) does tease out certain cul-
tural elements, but as is the case with most studies of violent offending,
this work does not address violence by females. Feminist scholars argue
that what is needed is a theory that addresses the differentiated exper-
iences of females and males in patriarchal society (Chesney-Lind, 1997;
Daly and Chesney-Lind, 1988; see also Campbell, 1993). We attempt to
move toward such a theoretical perspective by proposing an explanation
of how culture and structure combine to create gendered experiences dur-
ing adolescence, which in turn explain female violence as well as the gen-
der gap in violent delinquency. More specifically, we use arguments from
feminist and gender studies to specify the content of the differential associ-
ation process leading to gender differences in violent delinquency and to
show how this process is conditioned by the structural context. We con-
sider two cultural outcomes—rviolent definitions and gender definitions—
and two types of cultural processes—family controls and peer associations,.
as well as histories of violent behavior. One of our key arguments is that
the cultural mechanisms that restrain violence by girls are more subtle and
indirect than those that curb violence by boys.
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THE CULTURAL CONTEXT

CULTURAL DEFINITIONS OF VIOLENCE

According to differential association theory, interactions with others
and social structural context are important because they shape the learn-
ing of violent definitions, which in turn affects the likelihood that youths
engage in violent delinquency. This will be the case regardless of gender,
and both males and females will be more likely to behave violently when
they have acquired high levels of violent definitions. The gender gap in
violent delinquency, therefore, likely reflects a gender difference in levels
of violent definitions—boys tend to acquire more violent definitions than
girls, on average. Consistent with this, empirical research in psychology
indicates that boys are more likely than girls to approve of aggression
(e.g., Huesmann et al., 1992). Moreover, from a feminist perspective,
greater acceptance of violent definitions among males is associated with
their privileged position under patriarchy (see Campbell, 1993; White and
Kowalski, 1994).

These empirical predictions about violent definitions can be derived
from an unmodified differential association theory. They are insufficient
for explaining gender differences in the process leading to violent delin-
quency and the gender gap in violence because they omit important
aspects of the process, which we address in the following sections: First,
the unmodified differential association thesis does not address potential
gender differences in the ways that violent definitions are learned. Sec-
ond, the unmodified theory does not address a cultural element that is
important for understanding gender differences in a wide variety of behav-
iors—cultural definitions of gender.

CuULTURAL DEFINITIONS OF GENDER

A key contribution of feminist and gender studies has been their focus
on the powerful system of social control, patriarchy, that influences the
social arrangements, cognitions, and behavior of females and males (e.g.,
Ferree and Hess, 1987; Lorber, 1994). This system of social control is
effective in part because people accept and participate in reproducing defi-
nitions of the “essential natures” of the sexes as inherently different
(Goffman, 1977). These definitions, which we term gender definitions,
tend to accentuate differences and minimize similarities between the sexes
(Bem, 1993; Lorber, 1994). For example, research shows that in patriar-
chal society femininity often is equated with a high capacity for nur-
turance, a tendency toward passivity rather than aggressiveness, and
physical and emotional weakness; by contrast, masculinity tends to be
equated with competitiveness, independence, rationality, and strength
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(Burke, 1989; Burke and Tully, 1977; Jackman, 1994). These gender defi-
nitions carry strong expectations for behavior in most social interactions
(Goffman, 1977, West and Zimmerman, 1987). When people internalize
these traditional gender definitions, therefore, they are motivated to act in
accordance with them (see Burke, 1989; Burke and Reitzes, 1981). From a
feminist perspective, these mechanisms constitute an important site of the
reproduction of male dominance and patriarchal relations (Walby, 1990).

Violent delinquency, of course, is counter to traditional definitions of
femininity under patriarchy. Violence is inconsistent with nurturance, pas-
sivity, nonaggressiveness, and physical and emotional weakness. Indeed,
girls’ aggression is often subject to censure, in the form of either condem-
nation or a warning to behave “properly,” which ultimately produces more
feelings of guilt and anxiety about aggression among females than males
(Campbell, 1993). In addition, females who depart from traditional defini-
tions of femininity by engaging in violence are labeled as more deviant
than aggressive males (Schur, 1984; White and Kowalski, 1994). By con-
trast, traditional definitions of masculinity are more consistent with violent
and physically aggressive behavior. Messerschmidt (1993) has argued that
crime and violence, in fact, offer a way for males to claim gender when
legal avenues for affirming masculinity (e.g., paid labor) are blocked (see
also Campbell, 1993:58; Miller, 1958).

In short, traditional gender definitions should be consequential for
understanding gender differences in violent delinquency, and they should
operate alongside violent definitions to motivate behavior. Quite simply,
girls who accept traditional gender definitions should be relatively unlikely
to engage in physical aggression and violence. For these girls, violent
delinquency would be viewed as “doubly deviant,” a violation of the law
as well as their beliefs about femininity. Empirical research shows, consis-
tent with this, that girls who accept traditional gender definitions are less
likely than other girls to report involvement in property (Heimer, 1995),
violent (Simpson and Elis, 1995), and general indices of delinquency
(Heimer, 1996).4 By contrast, boys who accept traditional gender defini-
tions may be more likely than other boys to use physical force and aggres-
sion to solve problems. Existing quantitative research does not strongly
support this prediction, however (Heimer, 1995, 1996, Simpson and Elis,
1995).

We note that our conceptualization of traditional gender definitions
departs from typical treatments of masculinity and femininity in the empir-
ical literature on crime and deviance (e.g., Giordano and Cernkovich,

4. Simpson and Elis (1995) use the terms “hegemonic femininities and masculini-
ties” to capture a construct similar to our gender definitions, but their measure focuses
on career and family orientations only.
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1979; Horwitz and White, 1987; Shover et al., 1979). These studies define
and operationalize masculinity and femininity in diverse ways, sometimes
focusing on traits and sometimes focusing on gender roles, and as a result,
their findings are inconsistent (Heimer, 1996; Kruttschnitt, 1996). This
diversity in definition and measurement may reflect the absence of a
clearly articulated theory of masculinity/femininity and deviance. By con-
trast, we conceive of gender definitions as a set of attitudes and beliefs
that, like violent definitions, have direct implications for violent offending.

DirecT PARENTAL CONTROLS AND EMOTIONAL BONDING

Most feminist perspectives identify the domestic sphere as an important
context in which gendered social control is produced and reproduced (see
Tong, 1998). In the case of violent delinquency, we argue that gendered
familial control arises when parenting processes differentially influence
girls’ and boys’ learning of violent definitions. Although studies have not
examined the effects of familial controls on violent delinquency specifi-
cally, many studies have focused on familial controls and global indices of
delinquency. Following this work, and Heimer’s (1997) differential associ-
ation explanation of male violent delinquency, we focus on three key
aspects of familial controls, which we expect to influence the learning of
violent definitions—supervision, discipline, and emotional bonds to
family.

Some research on delinquency proposes that gendered social control
arises largely because girls experience higher levels of familial controls
than do boys. These studies, which pool male and female data and include
sex as an exogenous variable, find that girls are supervised more closely
than boys and have stronger emotional bonds to families than boys; this is
said to account for part of the gender gap in common, nonviolent delin-
quency (Hagan et al., 1985; Jensen and Eve, 1976). We argue that gender
differences in levels of familial controls are important for violent delin-
quency primarily because they restrict opportunities to learn violent defi-
nitions more for girls than boys.

However, research that examines the effects of familial controls on
global measures of delinquency for females and males separately suggests
that the mechanisms may be more complex. Beyond a gender difference
in levels (i.e., means) of familial controls, research suggests that there may
be a gender difference in the impact (i.e., magnitudes of effects, slopes) of
these controls on delinquency (e.g., Canter, 1982; Cernkovich and Gior-
dano, 1987). We argue that these differences can be seen most clearly by
categorizing familial controls into two distinct types—direct parental con-
trols, such as supervision and coercive discipline, and emotional bonding or
attachment to families, which constitutes a more indirect form of control.
Based on feminist arguments that females are more concerned than males
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with interpersonal relationships (e.g., Chodorow, 1978; Gilligan, 1982),
some researchers suggest that emotional bonds will have a stronger impact
on offending by females than by males (see Hagan et al., 1988). In addi-
tion, there is some indication in the literature that direct parental control,
or supervision, has a larger inhibitory effect on delinquency among boys
than girls, ironically (Heimer, 1996).

Based on findings and arguments such as these, Heimer (1996) has spec-
ulated that perhaps the control mechanisms affecting delinquency are
more subtle and indirect in the case of girls and more overt and direct in
the case of boys. This is consistent with research that finds that mothers
expect their sons, more than their daughters, to conform to external stan-
dards, hold a more punitive orientation toward raising sons than daugh-
ters, and discourage the expression of affect more in sons than in
daughters (Block, 1984:87-88). We propose, therefore, that the parental
control processes that shape youths’ learning of violent definitions, and
thereby subsequent violent delinquency, will vary across gender as follows:
Girls’ learning of violent definitions will be shaped primarily by the indi-
rect control achieved through emotional bonding to families, while boys’
learning of violent definitions will be shaped primarily by more direct,
overt parental controls, including supervision and coercive discipline.

ASSOCIATIONS WITH AGGRESSIVE PEERS

Differential association theory also posits that associations with aggres-
sive peers are key for learning violent definitions and thus for violent
delinquency. Again, gender research suggests a modification of this thesis.
Specifically, studies of gender socialization indicate that by middle child-
hood, male peer groups bond through transgressing rules and aggression
whereas female peer groups bond through disclosing intimacies (Thorne,
1993; Thorne and Luria, 1986). It seems likely, therefore, that the gender
gap in violent delinquency occurs in part simply because boys are more
likely than girls to have aggressive friends and experience aggression in
their peer groups. This is consistent with one study that finds that the
gender difference in a global index of delinquency is accounted for in part
by the fact that boys have more delinquent friends than girls (Morash,
1986). However, most research on gender and delinquency neglects peer
relationships. From a differential association perspective, a gender differ-
ence in numbers of aggressive friends should combine with gender differ-
ences in levels of exposure to parental controls to provide more
opportunities for boys than girls to learn violent definitions.

Beyond a gender difference in numbers of aggressive friends, we also
expect a difference in the magnitude of the effect of associating with these
peers. Theoretical work on masculinity and crime suggests that male
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youth groups encourage aggressive posturing, which can turn into vio-
lence, as a way of displaying gender (Messerschmidt, 1993; Miller, 1958).
This implies that even in a situation in which boys and girls have equal
numbers of aggressive friends, these peers may encourage their male
friends more than their female friends to form violent definitions.

VIOLENT HISTORIES

Youths’ previous experiences with violence constitute a final element of
the differential association process leading to violent delinquency
(Heimer, 1997). First, histories of violent delinquency foster subsequent
acceptance of violent definitions when youths rationalize past violent
behavior. Second, violent delinquency can become rather automatic,
habitual, and stable over time, so that violent histories have direct implica-
tions for future violent behavior, apart from the mechanisms discussed
here. These relationships should hold across gender. But, we expect a
gender difference in levels of prior violence, of course, which will combine
with gender differences in levels of parental controls and aggressive peers
to offer more opportunities for boys than girls to learn violent definitions.

THE LINK BETWEEN STRUCTURAL POSITIONS AND
CULTURE

From our perspective, social structure will condition cultural mecha-
nisms in three general ways. First, we expect structural positions to influ-
ence violent definitions indirectly by shaping parental controls, peer
associations, and violent behavioral histories. Extending Heimer’s (1997)
arguments beyond the focus on SES, we propose the following: Youths
from structurally disadvantaged families, including lower social class, wel-
fare, black, and female-headed families, are likely to experience lower
levels of supervision and emotional bonding to families than other youths
(Sampson and Laub, 1993; Thomson et al., 1992) and higher levels of coer-
cive discipline, including restrictions, threats, and physical punishment
(Gecas, 1979; Kohn, 1977; McLeod et al., 1994). Together, these factors
increase the chances that structurally disadvantaged youths learn violent
definitions.> Disadvantaged youths also are more likely to form opposi-
tional peer groups, which engage in aggressive and violent behaviors as a
way of rebelling against their structural constraints (Cohen, 1955; Willis,

5. Heimer (1997) has argued that when youths experience coercive discipline
(e.g., threats, removal of privileges, scolding, and physical punishment), they learn that
it is acceptable to try to control difficult situations through coercion and force, and
these definitions can then be generalized to become definitions favorable to using phys-
ical aggression and violence to solve problems. This is consistent with studies that find
that children who experience coercive discipline are more likely than other youths to
act aggressively (e.g., Patterson et al., 1992).



GENDER AND VIOLENCE 287

1977), thus encouraging the learning of violent definitions. In addition, if
disadvantaged youths are more likely to have histories of violence, this will
foster their learning of violent definitions.

Second, structural positions may influence the learning of violent defini-
tions directly, independently of family controls, peer associations, and
behavioral histories. Building on Heimer’s (1997) arguments, we propose
that structurally disadvantaged youths have restricted access to legitimate
power and legitimate methods for dealing with problems (such as police
intervention or lawsuits) and thus are receptive to alternative solutions
(Cloward and Ohlin, 1960; Cohen, 1955). Such solutions can invoke a type
of power that is independent of political and economic resources, namely,
physical force (Messerschmidt, 1986). So, when structurally marginalized
youths are threatened, humiliated, or harmed, they are likely to perceive
that they have little legitimate power with which to deal with the situation,
and thus, they may be more likely to form definitions favorable to using
violence and force to solve problems.

Third, we expect gender definitions, just like violent definitions, to be
shaped by differential social organization. Following feminist theory and
gender research, we expect gender definitions to vary with the stratifica-
tion of power, as reflected by such structural positions as social class, race,
and residence in a female-headed household. For example, gender roles
are less rigid in middle-class than in working-class and lower-class families
(Brooks-Gunn, 1986; Lips, 1995; Rubin, 1976); higher SES families thus
may be less likely to communicate traditional gender definitions to chil-
dren. Race may also condition gender definitions (Baca Zinn, 1990; West
and Fenstermaker, 1995). Specifically, African-American parents may be
less likely than white parents to teach traditional gender definitions to
their children (Beckett and Smith, 1981; Collins, 1990). Traditional gender
definitions also may be weaker in female-headed families than male-
headed families because women in the former are not subject to male
domination or patriarchy within the domestic sphere.

In addition to these predictions, our earlier arguments about gender dif-
ferences in the cultural mechanisms leading to violent delinquency imply
gender differences in the indirect influence of structural positions on vio-
lent delinquency. For example, if direct parental controls (including
supervision and coercive disciplinary strategies) are more consequential
for learning violent definitions among males than females, as we have
argued, the influence of structural positions on violent definitions and
delinquency through these direct controls would be greater among males
than among females. If indirect, emotional controls are more consequent-
ial for learning violence among females than males, structural positions
will have a greater impact on females’ violent delinquency through this
route. Similarly, if aggressive peer groups encourage violent definitions
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more among boys than girls, the indirect influence of disadvantaged struc-
tural positions on learning violent definitions through peer influence may
be greater among boys than girls. Finally, if accepting traditional gender
definitions dissuades violent delinquency among females, yet fosters vio-
lence among males, one can expect gender differences in the indirect
effects of structural positions on violence through these gender definitions.

SUMMARY

The predictions derived from these arguments are listed in Table 1. Two
of these can be derived from the classical differential association frame-
work (Hypotheses 1 and 2). The first of these is the prototypical differen-
tial association prediction that violent delinquency results when youths
learn violent definitions, regardless of gender. The second prediction is
that the gender gap in violent delinquency emerges in part because boys
are more likely to learn violent definitions than girls (i.e., on average, boys
report higher levels of learning violent definitions than girls). However,
these hypotheses are insufficient for explaining the relationship between
gender and violent delinquency.

We argue that gender differences in violence emerge through a process
that includes the predictions of classical differential association theory, as
well as the following additional mechanisms. First, Hypothesis 3 predicts
that gender differences in levels of exposure to cultural factors, such as
direct parental controls, emotional bonds to family, aggressive peers, and
violent histories, will help to explain the gender gap in violent delin-
quency. Second, in addition, the magnitudes of the effects of cultural fac-
tors, including gender definitions, direct parental controls, emotional
bonds to family, and aggressive peers, will vary across gender (see
Hypotheses 4 through 6); these differences in slopes also will contribute to
the gender gap in violent delinquency. Finally, Hypothesis 7 says that
structural positions will influence violence by both genders by affecting
parents’ direct and indirect controls, peer associations, violent behavioral
histories, violent definitions, and gender definitions. Hypothesis 8 predicts
gender differences in the way that structural positions shape violent delin-
quency through these cultural factors.

These arguments combine to suggest that violent delinquency by girls
may be controlled through somewhat more subtle, covert channels than
violent delinquency by boys. Emotional bonds may be more important for
girls’ learning about violence, whereas more direct parental controls may
be more important for boys’ learning about violence. Girls’ violence also
may be curbed by inculcating traditional definitions about the meaning of
femininity, whereas teaching boys traditional meanings of masculinity may
encourage violence. These patterns make sense if one views traditional
socialization of males as more conducive to aggressive, violent behavior,
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Table 1. Hypotheses

Violent Definitions

Hypothesis 1. Violent definitions will increase the likelihood of violent delinquency
among both girls and boys.

Gender Differences in Levels of Cultural Factors

Hypothesis 2. Higher levels of violent definitions among boys than girls will explain
part of the gender gap in violent delinquency.

Hypothesis 3. Boys will learn more violent definitions than girls in part because
boys are subject to lower levels of familial control than girls, have
more aggressive friends than girls, and have more experience with
prior violence than girls.

Gender Differences in the Impact of Cultural Factors

Hypothesis 4. Learning traditional gender definitions will reduce the chances of
violent delinquency among females and increase the chances of
violent delinquency among males.

Hypothesis 5. Emotional bonds to family will have a stronger negative effect on
girls’ learning of violent definitions, whereas direct parental controls
will have a stronger negative effect on boys’ learning of violent
definitions.

Hypothesis 6. Associating with aggressive peers will have a stronger positive effect
on learning violent definitions among boys than girls.

Links Between Structural Positions and Cultural Factors

Hypothesis 7. Structural positions will influence violent delinquency indirectly
among both females and males, by influencing familial controls, peer
associations, violent definitions, and gender definitions.

Hypothesis 8. Structural positions will influence violent definitions and violent
delinquency differently among females as compared to males due to
gender differences in the effects of parental controls, gender
definitons, and associations with aggressive peers.

which means that controlling such behavior will require more overt and
direct measures. Interestingly, Chesney-Lind and Shelden (1998:111-112)
conclude that the available research indicates that gender socialization
patterns have changed relatively little since the 1970s, despite the changing
roles of adult women. Our argument is that these persistent patterns of
creating gender in youths may result in different pathways to restraining
aggression and violence, in which females are controlled in more subtle
and covert ways than are males.

This theoretical framework shares some common themes with power-
control theory, but also goes beyond it. First, as we noted previously,
power-control theory does not address violent delinquency. Second,
power-control theory focuses on the influence of class position on the gen-
der gap in delinquency; we broaden the focus to include disadvantaged
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structural position, more generally, which is more consistent with the liter-
ature on structural variations in violent crime. Third, whereas power-con-
trol theory posits that familial controls and taste for risk combine to
explain gender differences in common delinquency, we argue for a more
complex process in which parental controls combine with gender defini-
tions, violent definitions, and peer influence to explain gender differences
in violent delinquency. Power-control theory itself does not address these
factors, although there is some empirical evidence of the problems created
for the theory by the omission of peer influence (Singer and Levine, 1988).

DATA AND MODELS

We assess our predictions using the data from the National Youth Sur-
vey (Elliott et al., 1985, 1989).6 The survey employed a multistage cluster
sampling frame to obtain a national probability sample of 11-17-year-olds
in the United States in 1976. Seventy-three percent of the final sample of
youths (1,725) agreed to participate in the survey. They were interviewed
in their homes for the first time in 1977, and then reinterviewed annually.”
Our analysis uses variables from the first three waves (1977-1979), in
which the attrition rate was only 4% in 1978 and 6% in 1979. We use the
youth and parent data from the 773 females and 837 males who remain
after pairwise deletion of missing data.8

The substantive model is diagrammed in Figure 1. It also incorporates a
measurement model (not included in the diagram) to correct for attenua-
tion in substantive parameter estimates due to measurement error.
Because the above arguments propose a gender difference in effects, we
specify and estimate the model separately for females and males, test for
similarities and differences across gender in coefficients, and finally,
decompose the gender gap in violent delinquency.

We specify the substantive model to consist of the following blocks of

6. Although the National Youth Survey data are now 20 years old, they are the
only public-use data that contain rich information from a nationally representative sam-
ple on all of the constructs addressed in this study. Moreover, given that the gender
ratio in violent delinquency has not changed much since the early 1980s (Chesney-Lind,
1998) and the gender socialization of adolescents by parents appears to have been fairly
stable since the 1970s (Chesney-Lind and Shelden, 1997), we believe that the results of
our analyses contribute to the general understanding of gender and violent delinquency.

7. Elliott and his colleagues (1983) report that representativeness of the sample
with respect to sex, age, self-reported delinquency, race, and social class was not
affected in any serious way by nonresponse.

8. These sample sizes are the median number of cases remaining after pairwise
deletion of missing data. Using the minimum and maximum number of cases remaining
after pairwise deletion as the sample size did not affect the pattern of results. We also
reestimated the model using the data remaining after listwise deletion of missing data
and found the same overall pattern of results.
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latent variables. First, we include a set of exogenous variables measured
at wave 1 that tap the structural positions of socioeconomic status (SES),
race, residence in a female-headed household, and receipt of public assist-
ance. Age also is included as a control variable. SES is measured by three
indicators; the remainder are single-indicator variables. Second, we
include prior violent delinquency, which is measured by a 10-item scale of
youths’ self-reported rates of violent delinquency during the year prior to
the wave 1 interview. Third, our first cultural process variable is associa-
tion with aggressive friends, which is a single-indicator variable measured
by youths’ reports of how many of their friends have hit others during the
year prior to the wave 1 interview. Fourth, the other cultural process vari-
ables include three variables measuring direct and indirect parental con-
trols. Our first direct parental control is coercive discipline, which is
measured (following Heimer, 1997) by two items asking parents to report
the coercive disciplinary strategies used both by themselves and their
spouses, including use of threats, removal of privileges, and physical pun-
ishment. Our second direct parental control is supervision, measured by
three items tapping parents’ reports of their knowledge of their children’s
friends and friends’ families.? Qur indirect parental control, emotional
bonds to family, is a two-indicator variable capturing how close youths feel
to families. Fifth, we include two multiple-indicator variables tapping the
cultural products of violent definitions and gender definitions, both mea-
sured at wave 2 by four items each. The variables selected to measure
violent and gender definitions correspond to key dimensions of these con-
structs as discussed in the literature (see Heimer, 1997, for violent defini-
tions and Jackman, 1994, and Burke, 1989, for gender definitions). Sixth,
our outcome variable is violent delinquency during the year between the
wave 2 and wave 3 interviews, measured using the same 10-item scale used
to measure prior violent delinquency. The ordering of these blocks of
variables corresponds both to our hypotheses and to the temporal order-
ing of the data. We list all interview items used as indicators of the latent
variables in Appendix 1. All single-indicator variables are specified to be
measured with error, thereby correcting for unreliability.10 Because our

9. In the analyses reported below, we substitute imputed means for missing val-
ues on parents’ reports on these supervision variables (174 missing for females and 233
missing for males). The pattern of results is the same when we estimate the models
without substitution for missing data.

10. We include a correction for unreliability in all measures. The reliabilities of
single-indicator exogenous variables (age, black racial status, residence in a female-
headed household, welfare recipiency) are fixed to .81. The reliabilities of the single-
indicator endogenous variables in the model (violent delinquency at wave 1 and wave 3
and friends’ aggression) are fixed to .75 because we expect more measurement error in
social-psychological and behavioral reports than in demographic variables (Alwin,
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multiple-indicator constructs are adjusted for unreliability in measure-
ment, failure to correct for unreliability in single-indicator constructs could
bias coefficients in favor of the former.

ESTIMATION OF THE MODELS

The substantive and measurement models are estimated simultaneously
using the maximum-likelihood procedures in LISREL 8 (Joreskog and
Sérbom, 1993). We estimate the model separately for each gender. The
model fits the data well for females (L? = 290.71, d.f. = 201, AGFI = .95)
and males (L* = 295.98, d.f. = 201, AGFI = .96). Indeed, the root mean
square error of approximation (RMSEA) is .024 for females and .024 for
males, which indicates a close fit between the model and the data for both
gender groups (see Browne and Cudeck, 1993). The estimates from the
measurement model for both genders are given in Appendix 2.11

Examining the distributions of violent delinquency indicates that there
is a significant gender gap to be explained and there is reasonable variabil-
ity in violence among both females and males. At wave 1 about 37% of
girls and 68% of boys reported some violent delinquency during the previ-
ous year; at wave 3 about 28% of girls and 56% of boys reported some
violent delinquency during the previous year. The gender gaps in violent
delinquency at both waves 1 and 3 are highly significant (r = 10.54 and ¢ =

1973). Also, research on the reliability of seif-reported delinquency and friends’ delin-
quency suggests that .75 is a reasonable and conservative estimate (Hindelang et al.,
1981). Sensitivity analyses demonstrate that varying single-indicator reliabilities
between .64 and .90 does not appreciably alter the substantive parameter estimates for
either gender. We also specify four correlations among measurement errors that are
expected to be nonzero for substantive reasons. One of these correlations, the first-
order autoregressive error correlation associated with self-reported violence at the first
and third waves, cannot be estimated and is fixed to .15. Sensitivity analyses demon-
strate that the substantive parameter estimates do not change much for either gender
when this correlation is varied between 0 and .18. The three freely estimated correla-
tions are between the measurement errors associated with (1) family income and wel-
fare recipiency, (2) family income and female headship, and (3) two of the indicators of
violent definitions.

11. The results of the measurement model show that the indicators of latent con-
structs are reasonably valid and reliable in each group, although they contain enough
response error to require correction for attenuation due to unreliability. In addition,
the relative magnitudes of the validity coefficients are similar across gender for most of
the constructs. Because comparisons of substantive parameters across groups require
invariance in the metrics of the latent constructs, we conducted a series of tests of
invariance. The tests demonstrated invariance for all constructs except violent defini-
tions. We thus conducted a series of sensitivity analyses, varying the reference indica-
tors of this construct; the substantive parameter estimates were robust and not affected
much by varying of the reference indicator. Consequently, cross-gender comparisons of
the substantive parameter estimates are justified (see Bielby, 1986).
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9.79, respectively, and for both p < .0001). In short, there is a significant
gender gap in violence but a nontrivial proportion of girls are engaging in
some violent delinquency.!12

We first present the results for females and then for males, discussing
similarities and differences across gender in the impact or magnitudes of
effects (Hypotheses 1 and 4 through 8). Tables 2 and 3 present the
unstandardized parameter estimates (b), standard errors, and standardized
parameter estimates () for females and males, respectively. We then
decompose the gap in violent delinquency across gender and assess
Hypotheses 2 and 3, which focus on the contributions of gender differ-
ences in levels of predictors to the gender gaps in violent definitions and
violent delinquency. This decomposition also allows us to assess how well
our model, which allows both means of predictors and their slopes to vary
across gender groups, explains the gender gap in violent delinquency at
wave 3.

FEMALES

The results for females support the central hypotheses of our theoretical
arguments (Hypotheses 1 and 4): Cultural definitions—violent definitions
and gender definitions—are key for explaining violent delinquency among
females (Table 2, column 8, rows 11 and 12) and mediate the effects of the
other variables in the model. Indeed, a comparison of the standardized
estimates in Table 2, column 8, shows that the two definitions variables are
the strongest predictors of violence for females (f = .397 for violent defini-
tions and = -.251 for gender definitions). As expected, girls who
strongly endorse violent definitions are more likely to commit violent
delinquency, and girls who strongly endorse gender definitions are less
likely to commit violence.

Violent and gender definitions, in turn, are influenced strongly and
directly by disadvantaged structural positions. Consistent with our argu-
ments, disadvantaged structural positions shape cultural definitions of vio-
lence and gender, which in turn influence violent delinquency (Hypothesis
7). A test of the joint total effects of SES, race, female headship, and
receipt of public assistance (in a reduced-form model) indicates that disad-
vantaged structural position has a significant impact on violent definitions

12. We conducted extensive sensitivity analyses to assess the robustness of the sub-
stantive findings that we report below, including the following: (1) a thorough analysis
of residuals in the equation predicting violent delinquency at wave 3 for both genders;
(2) a reestimation of our structural equation model using the logarithm of violent delin-
quency; and (3) an assessment of the possibility of reciprocal effects between some of
the variables in our model. Based on these, we conclude that the results reported below
are robust. A brief report on these analyses and their results is available from the
authors upon request.
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Table 2. Unstandardized and Standardized Coefficients for
the Structural Model of Gender and Violent
Delinquency: Females

Dependent Variable
Emotional
Violent  Aggressive Coercive Bonds to  Violent Gender Violent
Delinquency Friends Discipline Supervision Family Definitions Definitions Delinquency
Independent Wave 1 Wavel  Wavel Wave 1 Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 2 Wave 3
Variable o () (3) (O] (5) 6) M ®
1. Socioeconomic  -.011* -.029 —.039* 045 018 —.038%* —.101** —-.009*
Status (.005) (.027) (.016) (.027) (.022) (.013) (.024) (.004)
-122 -056 -129 .085 .048 -.160 -257 —-121
2. Black .006 235 345% 011 -010 .166* 208 —.047*
Racial (.024) (.133) (.083) (:132) (.108) (.065) (.116) (.021)
Status 013 094 .238 -004 —006 144 110 -127
3. Female 027 236* —-.095 349* 104 .040 —.287** 029
Headship (.021) (.117) (.071) (.116) (.095) (.055) (-102) (.018)
.066 104 -072 149 -.061 038 -.166 .086
4. Public .052* 091 .028 —.686*  —152 .097 276* -.007
Assistance (.023) (.128) (.078) (.129) (.104) (.063) (.113) (.020)
128 040 021 -.296 -.091 .094 161 -.020
5. Youth’s -.005 —.080**  -036** —080** -078** -050** -.036* -.005
Age (.004) (.020) (.013) (.020) (.017) (.011) (.019) (.004)
-058 —-181 -141 -177 236 -.245 -109 -071
6. Violent 138 184 -.366 847** 034 052
Delinquency (.195) (.316) (.260) (.159) (:267) (.056)
Wave 1 .043 .032 —-.088 329 .008 .062
7. Aggressive -.021 -.069 -.021 .000 075 012
Friends (.035) (.057) (.047) (.027) (.049) (.009)
Wave 1 -.036 -.067 -028 —-.001 099 .083
8. Coercive -.027 -013 004
Discipline (.044) (.078) (.014)
Wave 1 —-.034 -010 .014
9. Supervision 005 002 .000
Wave 1 (.023) (.041) (.007)
011 .002 000
10. Emotional —. 159+ 001 .000
Bonds to (.039) (.061) (.012)
Family -.258 001 .000
Wave 1
11. Violent 128**
Definitions (.029)
Wave 2 397
12. Gender —.049**
Definitions (.013)
Wave 2 -.251
R .06 .08 12 12 .09 40 18 .24

NOTE: Numbers in parentheses are standard errors. N = 773; L? = 290.707, d.f. = 201. Standardized coefficients

are below standard errors and are italicized.

* = p < .05, two-tailed test.
** = p < 01, two-tailed test.

(L? = 82.53, d.f. = 4, p < .0001), gender definitions (L? = 63.24,df. =4,p <
.0001), and violent delinquency at wave 3 (L* = 23.65 d.f. = 4, p < .0001).
In terms of specific effects, females of the lowest SES are more likely than
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other females to learn violent definitions and traditional gender defini-
tions (Table 2, columns 6 and 7, row 1). Girls from female-headed families
are less likely to accept traditional gender definitions, although family
structure appears to be unimportant for violent definitions (row 3). Race,
by contrast, directly shapes violent definitions, but not gender definitions
(row 2).

Interestingly, SES influences violent delinquency in different directions
through violent definitions and gender definitions. On the one hand, girls
from disadvantaged social classes are more likely to behave violently
because they learn more violent definitions; on the other hand, they are
less likely to behave violently because they learn more traditional gender
definitions. It is through this second pathway that disadvantaged girls
come to behave less violently than disadvantaged boys. (We return to this
point in the conclusions.) But despite the dampening effect of gender defi-
nitions on violent delinquency, the total effect of SES on violent delin-
quency is significant (§ = —.15, p < .01) (not in table). Girls from
disadvantaged classes are more likely than other girls to behave violently,
even in the face of their exposure to stronger social controls through the
inculcation of traditional gender definitions.

Girls’ violent definitions also are influenced by emotional bonds to fam-
ily, consistent with Hypothesis 5. Specifically, girls who have strong bonds
to family are less likely than other girls to learn violent definitions (column
6, row 10), and thus they are less likely to engage in violence; this is evi-
denced by a significant total indirect effect of emotional bonds on violent
delinquency (8 = —.103, p < .01) (not in table). Direct parental controls—
supervision and coercive discipline—are inconsequential for violent defi-
nitions, by contrast (column 6, rows 8 and 9). This, combined with the
insignificant direct effects (rows 8 and 9) and total effects of direct paren-
tal controls on violent delinquency (ff = .003, p > .40 for supervision, f§ =
003, p > .40 for coercive discipline), indicates that parents control their
daughters through emotional bonds rather than direct parental controls.

Violent definitions also are affected by girls’ previous experiences with
violence. Girls with violent histories learn more violent definitions (col-
umn 6, row 6) and thus engage in more violent delinquency at wave 3.
Note that violent histories influence future violent delinquency only indi-
rectly, by fostering violent definitions (row 6).

Associations with aggressive friends are inconsequential in the process
leading to violent delinquency among girls (row 7), however. Peer influ-
ence has negligible independent effects on both types of definitions and
violent offending.
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Table 3. Unstandardized and Standardized Coefficients for
the Structural Model of Gender and Violent
Delinquency: Males

Dependent Variable

Emotional
Violent  Aggressive Coercive Bonds to  Violent Gender Violent
Delinquency Friends Discipline Supervision Family Definitions Definitions Delinquency
Independent Wave 1 Wave 1 Wave 1 Wave 1 Wave 1 Wave 2 Wave 2 Wave 3
Variable 1) 2 3) @ (&) (6) (O] ®8)
1. Socioeconomic  -.017 —.087**  -.046** .047 —-003 -.028 —.055** .001
Status (.010) (.032) (.017) (.026) (.021) (.017) (.018) (.009)
~090 -137 -145 .090 -.006 —-.089 -188 .005
2. Black -.047 -233 290%* 115 -199 -.063 .045 -.043
Racial (.040) (-136) (.074) (.110) (.090) (.072) (.074) (.037)
Status ~-.059 -087 217 -.052 -114 —-048 036 -058
3. Female 026 083 -.141 138 100 -.064 =112 057
Headship (.042) (.143) (.076) (.115) (.093) (.073) (.075) (.037)
.031 030 -103 061 .056 —047 -.088 074
4. Public 116%* 034 .070 -197 —-.062 -.032 .159* 071
Assistance (.044) (.151) (.081) (.123) (.100) (077) (.081) (.041)
151 013 .054 -093 -037 -025 133 098
5. Youth’s .008 —-.089** -036** -.027 —.070%* .008 003 -.001
Age (.007) (.023) (.013) (.019) (.016) (.013) (.013) (.006)
055 -174 -140 - -208 .030 011 -.009
6. Violent .169 -078 —378%* 502¢ 047 157+
Delinquency (.099) (.149) (.122) (.098) (.098) (.057)
Wave 1 100 -.028 -171 303 -.030 .166
7. Aggressive -.026 -.028 —-.061 074** .037 .018
Friends (.029) (.044) (.036) (.028) (.029) (.014)
Wave 1 -.053 —-035 -.093 152 .081 .065
8. Coercive e e 144+ .093 -.014
Discipline (.060) (.060) (.029)
Wave 1 146 101 -025
9. Supervision -.023 023 —-.033*
Wave 1 (.028) (.029) (.014)
-.039 .041 -097
10. Emotional —-.009 -.069 .000
Bonds (.040) (.043) (.020)
to Family -012 -098 000
Wave 1
11. Violent 193*+
Definitions (.047)
Wave 2 .340
12. Gender -.012
Definitions (.047)
Wave 2 —-020
R .04 05 13 .04 11 21 12 25

NOTE: Numbers in parentheses are standard errors. N = 837; L? = 295.976, d.f. = 201. Standardized coefficients

are below standard errors and are italicized.

* = p < .05, two-tailed test.
** = p < 01, two-tailed test.

COMPARISON TO MALES

As in the case of females, accepting violent definitions is a key factor in

the process leading to violent delinquency among males, consistent with
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Hypothesis 1. Indeed, comparing the standardized coefficients in Table 3,
column 8, shows that violent definitions are by far the strongest predictor
of male violence (8 = .340), just as is the case for females. The magnitude
of the effect of violent definitions on violent delinquency does not vary
across gender (L? = 1.36, d.f. = 1, p > .20).

Examining the determinants of these violent definitions reveals some
key discrepancies across gender. First, strong emotional bonds to family
are insignificant for boys’ violent delinquency (Table 3, row 10), even
though such bonds reduce females’ violence by reducing the chances that
girls learn violent definitions. Moreover, the gender difference in the
direct effect of emotional bonds on violent definitions is significant (L? =
6.59, d.f. = 1, p < .01), as is the gender difference in the indirect path link-
ing emotional bonds to violent delinquency through violent definitions (L?
=7.661, d.f. = 2, p < .01). Consistent with Hypothesis 5, then, emotional
bonds have a significantly stronger influence on violent delinquency
among females than males.

There also are important differences in the impact of direct parental
controls, consistent with the second part of Hypothesis 5. Boys are more
likely to acquire violent definitions when their parents use coercive disci-
pline (Table 3, column 6, row 8); this is not the case for girls (Table 2,
column 6, row 8) and the gender difference in slopes is significant (L* =
5.66, d.f. = 1, p < .02). In addition, supervision is important in controlling
violent delinquency among males but not females. Although supervision
directly reduces boys’ violent delinquency rather than operating through
violent definitions (Table 3, row 9), counter to our prediction, it has no
significant influence on girls’ violent delinquency, as discussed above. This
gender difference in the direct effect of supervision on violent delinquency
is significant (L? = 4.10, d.f. = 1, p < .05).

Consistent with Hypothesis 6, boys, unlike girls, learn violent definitions
from aggressive peers (Table 3, column 6, row 7) (Cross-gender difference
is L2 = 3.67, p < .06). But, similar to girls, boys are more likely to accept
violent definitions when they have prior histories of violent delinquency
(row 6).

Although violent definitions are important to violence by both genders,
traditional gender definitions are consequential for violent delinquency
only among females and not among males (Tables 2 and 3, row 12). This
difference is not statistically significant across gender (L* =.54,d.f.=1,p >
4), however. Nevertheless, the finding for boys is inconsistent with the
second part of Hypothesis 4, that gender definitions encourage violence
among males. In short, the important cultural definitions for understand-
ing boys’ violent delinquency appear to pertain to violence and not to gen-
der, whereas both violent and gender definitions are important for girls’
violence.
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Because parental controls, aggressive friends, and gender definitions
affect violent delinquency differently across gender, the indirect effects on
violence of the structural variables also differ across gender. As in the
case of girls, a test of the joint total effects of SES, race, female headship,
and welfare recipiency (in a reduced-form model) shows that structural
positions have a significant impact on violent delinquency (L* = 21.35, d.f.
=4, p < .0005) among boys. But, the mechanisms by which structural posi-
tions affect violent delinquency vary across gender, as predicted in
Hypothesis 8. First, structural positions influence violent delinquency by
shaping gender definitions only in the case of females, because gender def-
initions are unimportant for male violence. Second, because coercive dis-
cipline has little effect on violent definitions among girls, the influence of
structural variables on violence via the pathway linking structural vari-
ables, coercive discipline, violent definitions, and violent delinquency is
greater among boys. Third, because emotional bonds have little effect on
boys’ violence, the influence of structural positions on violence through
the pathway linking structural variables, emotional bonds, violent defini-
tions, and violent delinquency is greater among girls. Fourth, although not
predicted a priori, SES and race directly influence violent definitions
among girls but not boys (rows 1 and 2). Girls, apparently, learn violent
definitions in interactions that are captured by these two structural posi-
tion variables but not by our family and peers variables.

Finally, as in the case of girls, boys’ violent delinquency is strongly influ-
enced by their violent histories. Unlike in the model for girls, however,
prior violence has a strong, unmediated direct effect on future violent
delinquency among boys (Table 3, row 6, column 8). And, although the
effect of violent definitions on violent delinquency (wave 3) is about twice
that of violent histories (compare standardized estimates in column 8),
violent definitions themselves are strongly shaped by prior experiences
with violence, consistent with the findings for females.

DECOMPOSING THE GENDER GAP IN VIOLENT
DELINQUENCY

We assess how well our model can account for the gender gap in violent
delinquency by decomposing the gap according to the following equation
(Jones and Kelley, 1984):

Yu- ¥ = (av-ar) + = X: (Bv - fBr) + XfF Xu-X) + 3 (B - fBe ) Xw - Xe)
Gender = Differences + Differences + Differences +  Interaction Between
Gap in Intercepts in Slopes in Levels Differences in

Slopes and Levels

Unexplained Explained
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This equation allows us to partition the gender gap in violence into the
following components: (1) gender differences in intercepts (i.e., group
membership) plus gender differences in slopes (i.e., effects of the
independent variables), which Jones and Kelley (1984) show constitute the
unexplained component that cannot be disentangled when variables are
measured with nonratio scales; (2) gender differences in levels (i.e.,
means) of independent variables; and (3) the interaction between gender
differences in levels (i.e., means) and gender differences in slopes (ie.,
effects of the independent variables).13

The decomposition procedure produces the following results:

111 = .013 + .046 + .052

Gender Unexplained Component Differences Interaction Between

Gap (Differences in in Levels Differences in
Intercepts + Slopes) Slopes and Levels

As mentioned above, the gender gap in rates of self-reported violent delin-
quency at wave 3 (.111) is highly significant (p < .0001). The unexplained
component in the above equation, by contrast, is nonsignificant (.013, stan-
dard error = .014, p > .25), accounting for only a small part of the gender
gap in violence (12%). This means that our model explains almost 88% of
the gender gap in violent delinquency at wave 3.14

Moreover, gender differences in levels of the independent variables
(.046) account for 41% of the gap in violence. Table 4 shows that this is
due in large part to higher levels of violent definitions among boys than
girls, consistent with Hypothesis 2, as well as to more prior violence and
higher levels of gender definitions among boys than girls. This analysis
indicates that girls would commit .046 more violent acts if their mean
levels of all predictor variables, especially prior violence, violent defini-
tions, and gender definitions, were equal to those of males. Further,

13. Before partitioning the gap in violence, we reestimate our model with struc-
tured means (see Bollen, 1989) using LISREL 8 to obtain estimates of the gender dif-
ferences in the intercepts of the equations for females and males. We follow Bartusch
and Matsueda (1996) and identify gender differences between the means of latent vari-
ables by fixing the latent means for females to zero and allowing the latent means for
males to take the means of reference indicators. Using this procedure, the unexplained
part of the gender gap in violence becomes equal to the difference between the female
and male intercepts, which allows for the calculation of the standard error and signifi-
cance test.

14. By repeating the decomposition for a model that deletes prior violence, we
estimate that prior violence itself accounts for about 26% of the gender gap in violent
delinquency at wave 3. Together, these findings indicate that more that 70% of the
gender gap in violent delinquency at wave 3 can be traced to the gender differences in
levels and gender differences in interactions between levels and slopes of variables in
the model other than prior violence.
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through substitution in the decomposition equation for violent delin-
quency, we find that if females had the same means on the predictor vari-
ables as the males in this sample, the female average rate of violence
would increase and narrow the gender gap in violence from .111 to .065.
By contrast, if males had the same means on predictor variables as the
females in the sample, the male average rate of violence would drop and
narrow the gender gap to .013.15

Table 4. Contribution of Each Factor to the Levels
Component of Violent Delinquency (Wave 3)

1. Violent Delinquency (Wave 1) 0398
2. Violent Definitions (Wave 2) 0258
3. Gender Definitions (Wave 2) -.0157
4. Aggressive Friends (Wave 1) -.0022
5. Youth’s Age (Wave 1) -.0013
6. Black Racial Status (Wave 1) -.0011
7. Socioeconomic Status (Wave 1) 0011
8. Female Headship (Wave 1) —-.0008
9. Emotional Bonds to Family (Wave 1) -.0002
10. Public Assistance (Wave 1) .00004
11. Coercive Discipline (Wave 1) —.00002
12. Supervision (Wave 1) .00002

Given that the above analyses indicate that part of the gender gap in
violent delinquency can be traced to a gender difference in levels of vio-
lent definitions, we repeat the decomposition procedure for the equation
predicting violent definitions. This allows us to assess the prediction of
Hypothesis 3, that the gender gap in violent definitions arises in part
because boys are exposed to lower levels of parental controls, have more
aggressive friends, and are more likely to have histories of violence than
girls. This decomposition shows that gender differences in levels of predic-
tor variables account for about 35% of the gap in violent definitions,
which is largely due to gender differences in levels of prior violence and
bonds to family. Gender differences in levels of aggressive friends, super-
vision, and coercive discipline do not appear to contribute much to the

15. The equation above also reveals the contribution to the gender gap in violent
delinquency of the component capturing the interaction between gender differences in
levels and slopes. This component (.056) accounts for about 50% of the gap in violence
at wave 3. The variables that contribute most to this interaction component are gender
definitions, violent definitions, and prior violence. This indicates that if girls had the
same means and same slopes as boys (compared to either the same means or the same
slopes), especially with regard to gender definitions, violent definitions, and prior vio-
lence, girls would commit .056 more acts of violence on average.



302 HEIMER AND DE COSTER

gender gap in violent definitions. These findings therefore provide only
partial support for Hypothesis 3.

The findings that gender differences in levels of direct parental controls
(discipline, supervision) contribute trivially to the gender gaps in both vio-
lent definitions and violent delinquency are counter to our expectation
and previous research that argues that girls are less delinquent than boys
primarily because they are subject to weaker parental controls, especially
supervision. Once the other variables in our models are controlled, differ-
ences in the means of supervision and coercive discipline account for little
of the gender gap in either violent definitions or violent delinquency.

SUMMARY OF MAJOR FINDINGS

Our findings show that cultural definitions, cultural practices, and struc-
tural positions combine to influence violent delinquency in different ways
across gender, and these differences account for the observed gender gap
in violent delinquency in our data. As a set, these results lend substantial
support to our theoretical arguments. The major findings are as follows:

1. Learning violent definitions is an important predictor of violent
delinquency among both girls and boys.

2. But there are important gender differences in the process by which
youths learn violent definitions. Aggressive peers and coercive disci-
pline (a form of direct parental control) each has a larger effect on
boys’ than girls’ learning of violent definitions, while emotional bonds
to family (a form of indirect parental control) influence girls’ but not
boys’ learning of violent definitions.

3. In addition, supervision of youths’ friendships (a second form of
direct parental control) directly reduces violent delinquency by boys
(rather than indirectly affecting violence by shaping violent defini-
tions); yet, supervision is unimportant for violence by girls.

4. Accepting traditional gender definitions significantly reduces vio-
lence among girls, but does not influence violence among boys.

5. Structural positions are important for understanding violent delin-
quency by both girls and boys, although there are gender differences
in the specific pathways by which structural positions influence
violence.

6. Our decomposition analyses show that boys engage in more violent
delinquency than girls in part because they learn more violent defini-
tions and more traditional gender definitions than girls and have more
previous experience with violent offending than girls.

7. The decomposition of the equations predicting violent definitions
shows that boys learn more violent definitions than girls in large part
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because they are more likely to have committed violence in the past
and because they have weaker emotional bonds to families than girls.
8. And finally, our decomposition analyses show that the gender gap
in violent delinquency at wave 3 is accounted for by the model.

CONCLUSIONS

This work contributes to the literature in several ways. First, it shows
empirically that despite a sizable gender gap in violent delinquency, such
behavior is not an exclusively male phenomenon, counter to popular
myths that portray females as nonaggressive (see White and Kowalski,
1994). Second, it focuses on the mechanisms leading to violent delin-
quency among girls as compared to boys and assesses the contributions of
these mechanisms to the gender gap in violent delinquency. Previous
empirical work has not explained the mechanisms leading to the gender
gap in violence. Moreover, previous research rarely has examined the
causes of variation in violence by females, and when it has addressed such
variation, it has focused mostly on the effects of structural factors without
specifying precisely the underlying cultural processes (see also Simpson,
1991). This highlights a third contribution of this research: It clearly iden-
tifies and assesses links between social structural and cultural processes in
the pathways leading to violence among females and males, thereby illu-
minating how gender-differentiated experiences during adolescence lead
to violent delinquency. It does this by developing a theoretical perspective
that incorporates differential association theory as well as arguments from
feminist and gender studies, which is a fourth contribution of this work.

Overall, our findings support our argument that the mechanisms pro-
ducing violence among females are of a more subtle, indirect nature than
those producing violence among males. The findings indicate that indirect
familial controls (i.e., emotional bonds) reduce the learning of violent defi-
nitions, and thus violent delinquency, among girls but not boys. In addi-
tion, direct parental controls curb violent definitions and violent
delinquency among boys but not girls. Girls also learn fewer violent defi-
nitions than boys, on average, although the impact of violent definitions
on violence is equal across gender. Further, girls’ violence is reduced by
learning traditional definitions of gender, whereas these have little effect
on boys’ violence. In sum, girls are less violent than boys mainly because
they are influenced more strongly by bonds to family, learn fewer violent
definitions, and are taught that violence is inconsistent with the meaning
of being female. These mechanisms appear to be so effective among girls,
that direct, overt controls like supervision and coercive discipline contrib-
ute little to the explanation of variation in female violence, while they are
important for explaining variation in male violence.
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The finding that direct parental controls do not explain variation in vio-
lence among girls or the gender gap in violent delinquency stands in stark
contrast to studies of gender and delinquency that highlight this form of
control (e.g., Hagan et al., 1985; Jensen and Eve, 1976). However, these
studies examine only whether the main effect of gender on delinquency is
mediated by direct parental controls; they do not assess the logically prior
question of a gender difference in the magnitudes of effects of direct
parental controls. Our analyses, by comparison, allow us to examine dif-
ferences in the impact of parental controls across gender, as well as the
contributions of gender differences in mean levels of parental controls to
the gender gap in violent definitions and delinquency. However, our find-
ings about the relative insignificance of direct parental controls may be
specific to violent delinquency; further research should assess the rela-
tionships among gender, direct parental controls, and other forms of
delinquency.

The finding that accepting traditional gender definitions dissuades vio-
lence among girls but has no appreciable influence on violence among
boys is consistent with the results of other research (e.g., Simpson and Elis,
1995:68). Thus, rather than gender definitions motivating violence among
males, their importance lies in their dampening effect on violence among
females. This fits with our argument above that female violence is con-
trolled through a subtle process that emphasizes the meaning of gender,
rather than through more direct forms of control. It is at odds, however,
with the hypothesis that crime is a consequence of masculinity
(Braithewaite and Daly, 1994; Messerschmidt, 1993). Yet, our measure of
traditional gender definitions taps ideologies and beliefs about the sexes,
rather that personality characteristics or traits of masculinity and feminin-
ity; thus, the masculinity hypothesis may still hold if traits and ideologies
about gender influence offending in different ways.

Our findings that structural positions are important for violence among
both genders, but exert their influence through different cultural mecha-
nisms across gender, emphasize the importance of considering the inter-
play between structure and culture. For example, we found that among
both girls and boys, disadvantaged structural positions increase the
chances of violent offending. Yet, the mechanisms by which this influence
occurs vary across gender: Structural marginalization increases violent
delinquency in both genders through fostering the learning of violent defi-
nitions. But disadvantaged structural positions also are associated with
greater acceptance of traditional gender definitions, which dampens the
impetus to violent delinquency among girls and does not affect the motiva-
tion toward violence among boys. The result is that structurally marginal-
ized youths of both genders are more likely to commit violent
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delinquency; however, among marginalized youths, the gender gap in vio-
lence remains—boys are more likely than girls to commit violent delin-
quency. These findings help to illuminate the cultural processes
underlying a key structural argument in the literature on gender and
crime—that economic marginalization increases the likelihood of violent
offending in both genders, but patriarchal structures reduce the chances of
this type of offending among females, which leads to higher rates of vio-
lence among males than females in the least advantaged social classes
(Messerschmidt, 1986).

Overall, this work represents an important advance in the differential
association tradition because it reconceptualizes the theory by incorporat-
ing theoretical arguments about gender. Specifically, we draw on feminist
and gender studies to specify the role of gender definitions, as well as to
develop explicit arguments about gender differences in the influence of
parenting processes and peer influence. The findings illustrate the useful-
ness of our theoretical arguments for explaining variation in violent delin-
quency within gender, as well as for accounting for the gender gap in
violence. Because this framework offers theoretical arguments about the
links between structure and culture, it represents an advance over other
explanations of gender and delinquency, which tend to focus either on
structural or social-psychological processes.

Although this study pushes forward research on gender and violent
delinquency in key ways, our data do not allow us to address several issues
that may prove to be significant for a complete understanding of the
gendering of violence. Specifically, this research cannot address a theme
in feminist writings that female and male violence occurs in different
domains and is expressed in different ways. Several authors, for example,
have argued that female violence is of a more expressive nature and male
violence is more instrumental (e.g., Campbell, 1993; also Eagly and Stef-
fan, 1986). Others have argued that the context of female and male vio-
lence varies, with women being more likely to behave violently as a result
of interpersonal conflict and being more likely to commit violence within
the home (Loper and Cornell, 1996, White and Kowalski, 1994). It would
be possible to expand our arguments to address such issues, which would
have the advantage of framing these issues within a unified theoretical
perspective.

In short, the conclusion of our research is that violent delinquency is
“gendered” in significant ways. Adolescent violence can be seen as a
product of gendered experiences, gender socialization, and the patriarchal
system in which they emerge. Thus, consistent with feminist arguments,
gender differences in violence are ultimately rooted in power differences
(e.g., Chesney-Lind, 1997; White and Kowalski, 1994). What we contrib-
ute to such feminist arguments is an explicit theoretical statement of how
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certain aspects of gender socialization produce gender differences in vio-
lent delinquency. Specifically, boys are more violent than girls largely
because they are taught more definitions favoring such behavior; gitls are
less violent than boys because they are controlled through subtle mecha-
nisms, which include learning that violence is incompatible with the mean-
ing of gender for them and being restrained by emotional bonds to family.
These findings are consistent with Block’s (1984:137-138) argument that
traditional gender socialization gives boys “wings” to explore and grow as
individuals, and gives girls “roots” that anchor and stabilize them; yet,
wings without roots can produce undercontrolled individuals and roots
without wings can create overcontrolled, “tethered” individuals. So, tradi-
tional socialization patterns contribute to high levels of male violence in
our society, just as they inhibit positively valued and rewarded behavior
among females, such as climbing the corporate ladder. This suggests that
socializing either gender similarly to the other could have negative conse-
quences. The best scenario may prove to be a middle ground, where both
genders learn distaste for violence and learn to pursue their positive
potentials.
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APPENDIX 1. DESCRIPTION OF
OBSERVABLE VARIABLES

From the Parent Interview, Wave 1

Father’s Occupation

Head of House Education

Family Income

Female-Headed Household

Public Assistance

Hollingshead Occupational codes, as fol-
lows: 7 = executives and proprietors of
large concerns, major professionals; 6 =
managers and proprietors of medium-sized
businesses and lesser professionals; 5 =
administrative personnel of large concerns,
owners of small independent businesses,
and semiprofessionals; 4 = owners of little
businesses, clerical and sales workers, and
technicians; 3 = skilled workers; 2 = semi-
skilled workers; 1 = unskilled workers.

Educational attainment of the head of
household based on Hollingshead Educa-
tional codes, as follows: 1 = some grade
school; 2 = completed grade school; 3 =
some high school; 4 = completed high
school (12th grade or GED); 5 = some
college, completed specialized training or
education; 6 = completed college; 7 =
postgraduate degree.

Coded as follows: 1 = $6000 or less; 2 =
$6001-10,000; 3 = $10,001-14,000; 4 =
$14,001-18,000; 5 = $18,001-22,000; 6 =
$22,001-26,000; 7 = $26,001-30,000; 8 =
$30,001-34,000; 9 = $34,001-38,000; 10 =
$38,001 or more.

A dummy variable coded 1 if only a
female parent resides in the home; coded 0
otherwise.

A dummy variable coded 1 if parent
respondent reported receiving welfare ben-
efits within the previous year; coded 0
otherwise.
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Coercive Discipline

Supervision of Friendships

Question asked parents how they react
when their child does something wrong.
The interviewer hands the parent respon-
dent cards with different sets of behaviors
on each (sequentially), and asks the parent
which of the behaviors on each card s/he
would choose FIRST when disciplining
her/his child. The interviewer then asks
the parent to report on her/his spouse’s
choices of discipline. Behaviors are coded
1 for coercive discipline and 0 for disci-
pline that is not coercive. By adding the
scores for the responses identified below,
we computed a scale for coercive discipline
style for mothers and one for fathers. This
scale ranges from 0 to 2, with 2 represent-
ing the most coercive style of discipline
and 0 representing the least coercive disci-
pline style.

Set 1 behaviors

*Point out the hurtful consequences of his/
her behavior = 0.

*Take away privileges = 1.

sNever accuse him/her unfairly, even if I
am angry = 0.

eDemand that s/he correct the damage s/
he has done = 1.

Set 2 behaviors

sHit or threaten to hit him/her = 1.
eExplain that s/he should accept responsi-
bility for his or her behavior and request
that s’/he make up for it = 0.

eDiscuss his/her behavior with him/her, as
well as reasons for being upset with it = 0.
eSend him/her to his/her room = 1.

Coded as 1 = none of them, 2 = few of
them, 3 = some of them, 4 = most of
them, 5 = all of them.

¢“How many of your child’s friends do
you know?”

*“How many of your child’s friends’ par-
ents do you know personally?”
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*“How many of your child’s friends have
you invited to your home or on family
activities?”

From the Youth Interviews, Waves 1-3

Age (wave 1)
Black (wave 1)

Aggressive Friends
(wave 1)

Emotional Bonds to
Family (wave 1)

Violent Definitions
(wave 2)

Gender Definitions
(wave 2)

This variable is the age of youth, 11 to 17.

Dummy variable coded 1 if black, 0 if
nonblack.

Coded as 1 = none of them, 2 = very few
of them, 3 = some of them, 4 = most of
them, 5 = all of them.

“During the previous year, how many of
your friends have hit or threatened to hit
someone?”

The following questions, coded as 1 =
strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neither
agree nor disagree, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly
agree.

¢“] feel close to my family.”

*“My family is willing to listen if I have a
problem.”

The following questions, coded as 1 =
strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neither
agree nor disagree, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly
agree.

*“In order to gain respect from your
friends, it is sometimes necessary to beat
up on other kids.”

*“It is alright to beat up another person if
he/she called you a dirty name.”

*“It is alright to beat up another person if
he/she started the fight.”

e“Hitting another person is an acceptable
way to get him/her to do what you want.”

The following questions, coded as 1 =
strongly disagree, 2 = disagree, 3 = neither
agree nor disagree, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly
agree.

*“In general, the father should have
greater authority than the mother in the
bringing up of children”
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Violent Delinquency
(waves 1 and 3)

*“Women with children should not work
outside the home unless there is no one
else to support the family.”

*“In a marriage, it is the woman’s respon-
sibility to care for any children and take
care of the home.”

*“Women are too emotional to solve
problems well.”

*“Women are physically and emotionally
weaker than men and therefore need male
protection and support.”

These variables are computed as means of
rates of self-reported involvement in vio-
lent delinquency during the 12-month
period preceding the interview. Each indi-
vidual item is coded 1 = never; 2 = once or
twice a year; 3 = once or twice every 2-3
months; 4 = once a month; 5 = once every
2-3 weeks; 6 = once a week; 7 = 2-3 times
a week; 8 = once a day; 9 = 2-3 times a
day. The offenses include the following:
“How many times in the past year have
you. ..

... carried a hidden weapon other than a
plain pocket knife?”

. .. attacked someone with the idea of
seriously hurting or killing them?”

. . . been involved in gang fights?”

... hit or threatened to hit a teacher or
other adult at school?”

... hit or threatened to hit your parents?”
... hit or threatened to hit other stu-
dents?”

. . . had or tried to have sexual relations
with someone against their will?”

. . . used force (strong-arm methods) to get
money or things from other students?”

. . . used force (strong-arm methods) to get
money or things from a teacher or adult at
school?”

.. . used force (strong-arm methods) to get
money or things from other people (not
teachers or students)?”
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