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This article provides an example of the unequal outcomes generated by humans inter-
acting in a gendered organizational context. Acker’s concept of gendered institutions is
applied to a juvenile justice program. Using data from court records and program files,
official outcomes for boys and girls are compared. Findings indicate that variation in
the level of program implementation produced an increase, rather than a decrease, in
the odds of female youth being charged with a new offense. They also indicate that girls
who committed a new offense were much more likely than comparable boys to be
returned to residential treatment, even when controlling for the severity of their reof-
fense. Taken together, these findings illustrate the reproduction of gender inequality
consistent with operations of a gendered organization.
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The valuing of men and boys, and the relative devaluing of women and girls,
forms the foundation of patriarchal systems (Lerner, 1986). The devaluing of

women in organizations is not necessarily intentional, but occurs because our social
institutions, including our educational, legal, and justice systems, focus primarily on
the needs of men and boys, consigning women and girls to a residual category
(Acker, 1990). The reproduction of gender inequality also results from the interac-
tion of women and men in the workplace (Hartmann, 1976; Ridgeway, 1997).
Employees bring their gender norms into the workplace and these preexisting norms
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affect and are shaped by the prevailing institutional gender norms. The result is that
organizations and institutions reflect the needs and goals of men and boys primarily
to the exclusion of women and girls, and workers of both sexes respond to boys and
girls differently, in ways that conform to prevailing gender norms.

Recent research involving the juvenile justice system suggests that women’s and
girls’ issues are beginning to share attention with those of their male counterparts
(Bloom, Owen, Rosenbaum, & Deschenes, 2003; Chesney-Lind & Okamoto, 2001;
Heidensohn, 1995; Smart, 1976); however, the patriarchal context of social institu-
tions combined with gendered interactions and outcomes within organizations con-
tinue to challenge gender progress (Morash & Schram, 2002; Owen, 1998; Pollock,
2002). Acker’s (1990) theory of gendered social institutions explains how exclusion
and devaluation are manifest in an organizational context. Work rules, norms, expec-
tations, job definitions, the provision of training, and reward structures are all
constructed by people who experienced gender socialization and operate in an insti-
tutional context that reflects a gendered social order (Connell, 2002). The interplay
between gender socialization that workers bring into the workplace and the gendered
environment in which they do their jobs (Cockburn, 1983, 1985) illustrates the inter-
connection between workers’ actions and organizational context. In sum, workers
embedded in a gendered organization interact to produce differential treatment out-
comes for women and men, resulting in the conservation of gender inequality
(Ridgeway, 1997). The current study examines differential responses to girls and
boys using empirical evidence collected between 2001 and 2005 from a sample of
juvenile offenders committed to two community-based residential programs and a
joint aftercare program in a medium-sized county in Alabama to analyze the ways in
which the treatment of boys and girls is gendered.

Theoretical Background

Despite being represented by a blindfolded woman, the U.S. justice system is
embedded within patriarchal norms. There are reasons to suspect that this is also true
for organizations involved in the administration of juvenile justice. Although the
contemporary juvenile justice system in the United States evolved with the child sav-
ing movement, an effort led by upper class majority women in the late 1800s, its
programs and facilities operated as gendered organizations focusing on girls’ moral-
ity and boys’ crime and delinquency (Chesney-Lind & Pasko, 2004; Freedman,
1981; Odem, 1995). Historically, the control of girls often centered on the violation
of gender norms relating to sexuality as opposed to criminal conduct (Chesney-Lind
& Sheldon, 2004; Odem, 1995). It was assumed that female delinquency could be
attributed to the biological and psychological inferiority of females. Similarly, girls’
sexuality was often deemed to be the main motivating factor causing their delin-
quency and the importance of females adopting culturally acceptable gender roles
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was emphasized (Holsinger, 2000). During the reform movement of the early 1900s,
girls (and women) often were sanctioned for violating norms of female “decency.” It
was believed that a “proper environment” would correct their behavior. True criminal
behavior (e.g., traditional masculine criminality) was deemed to be rare and commit-
ted by “masculinized” girls/women. These beliefs reflected the prevailing paradigm of
the time and relegated (White) girls and women to narrowly prescribed positions in
society based on stereotypical definitions of femininity (Freedman, 1981).

Early reformers made some effort to bring attention to female criminality by
securing separate institutions for female offenders; however, once incarcerated,
efforts either focused on resocializing women to their proper place (Freedman, 1974)
or ignored their needs altogether. Women became invisible in a system designed for
males and informed by theories developed and tested on boys (Messerschmidt,
1993). Programming also focused almost exclusively on males with little regard for
female needs or concerns, other than reinforcing traditional gender norms (Chesney-
Lind & Pasko, 2004; Freedman, 1974, 1981; Odem, 1995). Until the 1970s, there
was little attention paid to whether or not males and females were treated differently
in the criminal and juvenile justice systems (Belknap, 2001).

The differential treatment of juvenile offenders is particularly evident with
respect to status offenses. Female juvenile delinquents are often arrested and insti-
tutionalized for offenses that would be legal if they were adults. Often, the offenses
for which they are sentenced reflect an inordinate amount of attention given to girls’
morality (Odem, 1995) in ways that are not evident when boys offend. In an attempt
to address this inequity, the federal government passed the Juvenile Justice and
Delinquency Prevention Act (JJDPA) of 1974. The intent of this Act was to reduce
the institutionalization of status offenders. The success of this effort appears mixed.
Although there is some evidence that commitment rates for girls declined (Calahan,
1986), some researchers found that judges creatively managed to avoid the intent of
the act by issuing contempt citations to status offenders and committing them to
secure facilities (Costello & Worthington, 1981, p. 42). This practice has been
referred to as “bootstrapping.” When the 1974 Act was reauthorized in 1992, two
important changes occurred, in part in response to these practices. First, the reau-
thorization included language designed to make bootstrapping of status offenders
more difficult. Second, it provided monies for states to develop gender specific pro-
gramming. Both additions had the potential to increase gender equity in the juvenile
justice system. As such, the Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention Act repre-
sented a formal attempt to alter the gendered social order of the juvenile justice
system by promoting equity in sanctions and commitments.

Nevertheless, institutional culture remains entrenched in traditional notions of gen-
der and is slow to change. Gendered norms that produce differential treatment within
the juvenile justice system continue to be legitimated on the basis of “protection.” As
negotiated and applied within a patriarchal system, norms about the protection of youth
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are often applied more vigorously to girls than boys. Consequently, girls who commit
low level offenses, including status offenses, continue to receive harsher and more
punitive treatment than boys who commit similar offenses. Likewise, girls who
exhibit troublesome behavior at earlier ages are considered more difficult than boys
similarly situated (see Belknap, 2001; Belknap & Holsinger, 2006; Mallicoat, 2007).
Researchers have documented the recent increase of girls under court supervision by
the juvenile justice system (Chesney-Lind & Sheldon, 2004; Covington & Bloom,
2003). Although girls and boys commit similar offenses, running away and curfew
violations account for almost 20% of girls’ arrests but fewer than 10% of boys’
arrests (Maguire & Pastore, 2001). Although arrests for running away declined
from 1996 to 2005, girls still accounted for 39,809 arrests in 2006. Ten thousand
fewer boys were arrested for running away that same year (Federal Bureau of
Investigation, 2006). Running away is a particularly gendered offense. It often is a
response to girls’ increased risk of victimization (especially sexual assault) in their
homes (Acoca, 1998; Chesney-Lind & Pasko, 2004); however, when girls run away
they are more likely to become involved with the juvenile justice system than are
boys who run away.

Once juveniles are involved in the justice system, the treatment of girls and boys
also is shaped by workers who have preexisting ideas about gender that also are
embedded in an environment shaped by patriarchal norms (Britton, 1997; Mallicoat,
2007). This gendered environment exists in both men’s and women’s facilities. For
example, Britton (1997) finds that both male and female workers in same sex insti-
tutions often enact gender in traditional ways, and that these interactions are gener-
ally situated in settings constructed of preexisting, patriarchal gender norms. In other
words, workers’ ideas about appropriate or inappropriate behavior for boys and girls
are often consistent with prevailing institutional patterns. Consequently, people with
traditional gender norms operating within the criminal justice system are likely to
reproduce the status quo or support outcomes that ‘fit’ their ideas of gender appro-
priate behavior.

Actions of workers and their responses to youth reflect traditional gender norms
and can serve to reproduce gendered structures (Ridgeway, 1997). Evidence for this
exists at various points as girls and boys are processed through the juvenile justice
system. While the “chivalry” explanation may still apply to some (White, middle
class) women and girls for less serious criminal offenses, young girls, girls of color,
and those who commit status offenses are often treated more harshly than boys
(Belknap, 2001; Chesney-Lind & Pasko, 2004; Gaarder & Belknap, 2002; Miller,
1996). This may be especially true in the early stages of processing (Belknap, 2001).
Police decision-making often marks adolescents’ entry into the juvenile justice
system. Most girls begin this process as status offenders, while boys are sanctioned
for delinquent offenses (Chesney-Lind & Sheldon, 2004) and this pattern is more
pronounced for girls of color (Brunson & Miller, 2006, p. 549). Girls also continue
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to be more apt to be placed in correctional facilities for status offenses than boys,
and girls are more likely to be placed in private institutions (Chesney-Lind &
Sheldon, 2004). Once youth are involved in the justice system, they continue to
experience differential assessment in the probation process (Bond-Maupin, Maupin,
& Leisenring, 2002; Mallicoat, 2007). For example, sexuality was typically defined
as problematic for boys only when it involved criminal violations, whereas for girls
lawful displays, including “high risk” sexual behavior were viewed as delinquency
(Mallicoat, 2007).

In sum, research demonstrates that girls frequently have experienced unequal
treatment by the juvenile justice system and that much of this treatment relates to
patriarchal assumptions about their sexuality and definitions of appropriate feminine
gender roles. Feminist contributions to the understanding of female delinquency
have illuminated the inaccuracies and fallacies associated with stereotypical images
of female offenders (Gelsthorpe, 2004). One advantage of a feminist perspective is
that it shifts the focus from individuals and their “problematic” behavior to the
impact of females’ structural position in a gender-stratified society and to an exam-
ination of how females negotiate patriarchal structures. Feminist scholars stress the
need to consider the implications of gender stratification and patriarchy that are
embedded in the structure of the criminal and juvenile justice systems, and how
these institutions serve to reinforce the subordinate position of women and girls in
society (Belknap, 2001; Britton, 2000; Chesney-Lind, 1986, 2006; Daly & Chesney-
Lind, 1988; Holsinger, 2000; Klein, 1973; Smart, 1976).

The current study contributes to this body of work by examining official
responses to delinquency. It is based on research that asserts that the justice system
itself is a gendered institution, composed of individuals acting according to tradi-
tional gender norms that perpetuate existing gender inequalities; therefore, we
expect to find differences in responses to girls’ and boys’ behavior before and after
their participation in residential treatment. Specifically, we expect to find that girls
offend and reoffend at lower levels than boys; however, we expect that girls’ risk of
recidivism is affected by gendered social control as enacted by workers in the juve-
nile justice system, which will be reflected during different periods of program
implementation. Accordingly, in periods of peak implementation, which includes
maximum program monitoring, we expect to find girls at greater risk of recidivism
than during other program periods. In addition, given the gendered norms enacted in
the patriarchal setting of the justice system, we expect that girls who recidivate will
be responded to more aggressively than boys who recidivate. Girls who are charged
with new offenses (recidivism) will be more likely to be returned to residential treat-
ment than boys when controlling for the level of reoffending. Each of these expec-
tations are drawn from the theory that actions, within a gendered organization,
reflect assumptions and beliefs that result in greater attempts to monitor and control
the behavior of girls, relative to boys, for any given level of misconduct.
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Method

Our data come from two minimum security, community-based, single-sex resi-
dential programs and a joint aftercare program associated with them in one large
county in Alabama. Both residential programs, theoretically, serve local low-to-
medium risk juvenile offenders and are designed to keep juveniles in the community
while diverting youth who are at risk of being committed to more secure state facil-
ities. Youth were committed to the residential treatment programs either for boys or
girls by the juvenile court judge. After their release, all youth participated in the
aftercare program designed to serve both residential facilities. Their exit from after-
care coincided with their release from court supervision. The average length of time
youth spent in each program was about 16 weeks. Each program had separate line
staff, but they were administered by one juvenile court that also coordinated the
aftercare activities. Aftercare program staff received the same training and the model
itself was not gender specific. Instead it was based on addressing the needs of indi-
vidual youth, offering services such as family therapy, substance abuse education
and treatment, and individual counseling to those who needed these programs.

Data for this study span four years and consist of information from court files and
periodic follow-up information regarding contacts, services, and referrals. Aftercare
program staff provided data on operations, including monitoring, contacts, and other
services. Overall, data were collected on all 587 youth who were released from the
residential treatment programs and entered the aftercare program. The number of
cases used in various phases of the analyses is somewhat smaller because of missing
data and is listed in each of the tables.

The four years of program operation include various levels of implementation.
Two of the authors were aftercare program evaluators and were involved with the
program at its inception (2001) and continued evaluation activities for 4 years. Data
collection began roughly 8 months after the beginning of the program. Annual meet-
ings were held with individual program administrators and focus groups composed
of various staff. We also attended monthly meetings with all employees involved in
aftercare. Qualitative data collected during these meetings provided us with infor-
mation about program implementation, which was characterized in three stages:
early, full or nearly full, and post implementation. In this article, we use a binary
variable to indicate full (or nearly full) program implementation. It was during this
period that the program most closely resembled the intended aftercare model.

Operationalization of Variables

Demographic variables. Data were gathered on the age, race, and gender of all
participants in the residential treatment programs and the aftercare program.
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Offense. In the following analysis, offenses are grouped into three categories: sta-
tus offenses, misdemeanors, and felonies. Status offenses include actions or activi-
ties that are not considered a crime if engaged in by an adult. They also include
noncriminal activities by youth that are proscribed as conditions of probation.
Misdemeanors and felonies refer to activities proscribed by law, regardless of the
age of the offender.

Recidivism. While recidivism is frequently used to assess program effectiveness,
researchers do not agree on how it should be measured (Burns & Vito, 1995;
Greenwood, 1994; Krysik & LeCroy, 2002; Peters, Thomas, & Zamberian, 1997). In
this study, the first recorded offense committed after release from residential treat-
ment was the operational measure of recidivism. The risk period for recidivism
includes both the period of participation in aftercare and the period following release
from aftercare and court supervision. If and when youth recidivated, they were no
longer part of the group or “risk set” under observation.

Findings

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for all program youth and for the group of
youth who recidivated. Nearly two thirds of the program participants were male
(63%) and nearly two thirds (64.7%) were identified as African American. Girls
comprised approximately one third (36.5%) of our population. Youth in the program
ranged from 12 to 18 years of age, and the mean age was 15.4 years. Among
program youth, girls were younger on average than boys, and this pattern was also
apparent among recidivating youth. Recidivating youth ranged from 13.5 to 22.6
years of age. The mean age of girls who recidivated was 16.3; boys that recidivated
were nearly a whole year older (17.2).1

Table 1 also provides information about the distribution of offenses. Consistent
with other research (Chesney-Lind & Sheldon, 2004; Chesney-Lind & Pasko, 2004),
program data in this study demonstrated that girls have a pattern of committing less
serious offenses, which led to their placement in the residential treatment program.
Nearly one quarter of girls (24%) had a status offense as their most serious prior
offense while only 2% of boys had only a status offense as their most serious prior
offense. Almost two thirds of the boys (65%) court ordered to this program had a
felony offense as their most serious prior offense, while just over one quarter of girls
(27%) had a felony disposition recorded as their most serious prior offense. These
data illustrate a pattern of offending and commitment that is consistent with other
research and reflects differential responses to girls’ and boys’ delinquent behavior.
Data show a younger and less serious offending history for the female population
and an older and more serious offending history among the male population.
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Analyses also were conducted to determine whether girls have a greater risk than
boys of being charged with a new offense once released from the residential treatment
program. Researchers have long used hazard and survival models to estimate recidi-
vism (Allison, 1984, 1995; Visher, Lattimore & Linster, 1991). Bivariate relation-
ships, including the unconditional survival functions by sex for three different levels
of reoffending and the corresponding hazard rate for both boys and girls, were exam-
ined. The survival function shows the proportion of girls and boys who have not yet
reoffended at each month following discharge. The survival rate also is directly
related to the recidivism rate, which is 1 minus the proportion of youth who did not
survive. In other words, if the survival rate is .65 then the recidivism rate is .35.

Figures 1-3 present three different survival functions by sex. Figure 1 represents
the proportion of female and male youth who survived to a given month without
being charged with a felony. Figure 2 displays the proportion of boys and girls who
survived to a given month without being charged with either a misdemeanor or a
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Table 1
Aftercare Program Data: Descriptive Statistics

Percentage or Mean n

All youth
Female 36.5% 587
Age 15.4 582
Black 64.7% 578
Recidivism 73.1% 547

Most serious prior offense
Felony 51.0% 582

Female 26.8%
Male 65.0%

Misdemeanor 38.8% 582
Female 49.3%
Male 32.8%

Status offense 10.1% 582
Female 23.9%
Male 2.2%

Recidivating youth
Returned to residential treatment 31.0% 403
Female 31.4% 407
Age 16.9 407

Female 16.3 128
Male 17.2 279

Black 68.7% 402

Recidivating offense
Misdemeanor 33.1% 407
Felony 39.3% 407
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felony. Figure 3 illustrates the proportions of youth who survived to a given month
without being charged with any type of offense, including a status offense or a proba-
tion violation. These figures demonstrate the rate of felony recidivism was much
higher for boys than girls. Three and a half years after the initial observation point,
nearly 45% of the boys had committed a new felony offense, compared to only 8% of
the girls (see Figure 1). As less serious offenses (misdemeanors and status offenses)
are included in the survival function, the patterns for boys and girls become more sim-
ilar (see Figures 2 and 3). In other words, as less serious offenses are included in the
definition of recidivism, the lines for boys and girls begin to converge demonstrating
that the recidivism rates for girls and boys are somewhat similar when all types of
offenses are included, but when the type of charges is restricted to more serious
offenses (misdemeanors and/or felonies) the gender differences are quite pronounced.

The recidivism rate and its additive inverse, the survival rate, also are related to
the hazard rate (see Allison, 1995). In this study, the hazard rate was the risk that a
youth would incur a new charge in any given month following his or her release from
residential treatment. The hazard rate depends on a variety of factors and conditions,
some of which change over time (i.e., time-varying covariates such as age, the length
of time since release from residential care, and the level of program implementation)
and others which do not (fixed or time-invariant covariates such as race and a history
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Figure 1
Survival Function by Sex All Offenses and Violations
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Figure 2
Survival Function by Sex Misdemeanor and Felony Offenses
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Figure 3
Survival Function by Sex Felony Offenses
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of prior felony charges). The effects of covariates on the risk or hazard of recidivism
were estimated using a discrete-time event history model (see Allison, 1984, 1995).
This type of event history model used logistic regression to analyze the person-
month data for the youth included in the study. The person-month data included one
observation for every youth for each month the youth is at risk of recidivating.
Person-month data are useful because they allow for some of the covariates, such as
the level of program implementation, to change over time. As noted previously, the
level of program implementation was represented by a dichotomous variable, which
represented a fixed period of calendar time in which the aftercare system was most
faithfully executed as designed.

Analyses confirmed that girls were significantly less likely than boys to incur a
felony or misdemeanor charge (b = –.817, p > .001).2 Table 2 shows the effects of
time-invariant and time-varying covariates on postrelease hazard of offending. The
first model estimates the hazard of any type of reoffense and the second model esti-
mates the hazard of being charged with either a misdemeanor or felony. A model for
felony offenses only is not presented because of the very small number of female
felony reoffenders. All of the models show that age has a negative effect on the like-
lihood of reoffending, regardless of gender. Younger boys and girls were more apt to
reoffend. The models also suggest that both female and male youth had some
increased risk of reoffending during the first 6 to 12 months after their release from
residential treatment. Black males were more likely to reoffend than White males.
Neither boys nor girls with prior felony offenses were more apt to recidivate than are
youth with a history of only misdemeanor or status offenses. This finding also was
true when recidivism was restricted to misdemeanor and felony offenses.

Interestingly, program implementation was significantly associated with recidi-
vism. While there was no effect on the hazard of reoffending for male youth, there
was a large and significant effect for girls. Girls who participated in the more fully
implemented program had an odds ratio of recidivating that was 73% higher than
girls who were involved at other time periods. In contrast, boys did not experience
this program effect. In fact, the level of program implementation was not related to
risk of recidivism for boys.

Finally, cross-sectional data were used to examine youth who reoffended (one
observation per person) and logistic regression analysis was conducted to estimate
the effect of age, sex, and prior offending on the odds of being returned to residen-
tial treatment. Table 3 shows that when the effects of sex (female) and age are eval-
uated separately (see Models 1 and 2), both coefficients are statistically significant,
while prior offending had no effect (see Model 3). The log odds of being returned to
residential treatment declined with age. Girls also had an increased risk of being
returned to treatment relative to boys; however, when the variables were entered into
the model simultaneously (see Model 4), the effects of gender and age became sta-
tistically insignificant. Although girls who reoffended were younger than boys who
reoffended, diagnostic testing did not reveal any evidence of multicollinearity. To
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understand why these coefficients were not significant when both of them were
included in the model, the effects of age were estimated separately for boys and girls.
The results, presented in Table 4, suggest the presence of an interaction effect
between sex and age. Age had a negative effect on the likelihood of being returned
to residential treatment, but this effect was only present for girls. Thus, young girls,
but not young boys, who reoffended had an increased risk of reincarceration, and the
type of recidivating offense (misdemeanor vs. felony) did not appear to affect the log
odds of being returned to the treatment facility.

In sum, the findings of this study illustrate different response patterns to male and
female youth. Like prior researchers, the population of female youth committed to a
residential treatment facility was over-represented with status offenders in contrast
to the male population where only a small proportion of boys were similarly confined
for status offenses. Sex differences in recidivism also were evident. When restricted
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Table 2
Discrete-Time Event History Analysis: Logistic Regression of Covariates on

the Post-Release Hazard of Offending, by Type of Offense and Sex

Female Male

Misdemeanor/ Misdemeanor/
All Offenses Felony All Offenses Felony

b EXP(b) b EXP(b) b EXP(b) b EXP(b)

Intercept 0.833 1.000 0.934 2.545 –0.490 0.613 0.792 2.207
(1.427) (0.977) (1.687) (0.952)

Time invariant covariates
Black –0.084 0.920 0.405 1.499 0.519*** 1.680 0.435** 1.546

(0.209) (0.138) (0.291) (0.150)
Prior Felony Offense 0.229 1.257 0.337 1.401 0.115 1.121 0.157 1.170

(0.219) (0.139) (0.273) (0.146)

Time-varying covariates
Age –0.319*** 0.727 –0.359*** 0.698 –0.213*** 0.808 –0.277*** 0.758

(0.078) (0.052) (0.094) (0.052)
Month 1 to Month 6 2.111*** 8.258 0.451 1.569 1.583*** 4.870 0.593** 1.809

(0.416) (0.238) (0.356) (0.202)
Month 7 to Month 12 1.185** 3.269 0.848* 2.334 1.216*** 3.374 0.427* 1.532

Maximum program
implementation
Implementation 0.550** 1.733 0.649** 1.914 –0.016 0.984 –0.067 0.935

Person-Months 2,070 3,983 4,054 6,577
n 184 191 349 356

Source: Table 1, all youth.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001, two-tailed test.
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to misdemeanors and felonies, boys recidivated at a much higher rate than girls.
Variation in the level of aftercare implementation produced an increase, rather than
a decrease, in the odds of female youth being charged with a new offense. No such
program effect was found for male youth. Finally, young girls who committed a new
offense were much more likely than boys of similar ages to be returned to residen-
tial treatment.

Discussion and Conclusions

Our findings illustrate that a gendered institution shapes outcomes differently for
girls and boys. At three stages, girls and boys were responded to differently. First,
girls were adjudicated for less serious offenses than boys, and the construction of
official records, for both girls and boys, reflected this difference. Entry into the jus-
tice system requires actors participating together to result in official outcomes.
Parents, guardians, teachers, probation officers, law enforcement personnel, and
judges all collaborate to sanction a child and commit it to residential treatment.
These collective actions reflect gendered norms of both the organizations and the
actors in these institutions. Our findings substantiate the limited tolerance for girls’
misbehavior and a greater acceptance of boys’ delinquency.
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Table 3
Logistic Regression of Return to Residential Treatment on

Sex, Age, and New Offense

Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4

b EXP(b) b EXP(b) b EXP(b) b EXP(b)

Intercept –0.955 0.385 1.680 5.366 –0.653 0.521
(0.134) (1.257) (0.200)

Femalea 0.469* 1.598 0.370 1.447
(0.227) (0.237)

Age –0.147* 0.863 –0.114 0.892
(0.075) (0.078)

New misdemeanor –0.052 0.950
(0.272)

New felony –0.340 0.712
(0.268)

–2 Log likelihood 494.89 495.09 497.11 492.68
df 1 1 2 2

Source: Table 1, all youth.
*p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001, two-tailed test.
n = 403.
a. 126 females, 38.1% (48) returned to residential treatment, 277 males, 27.8% (77) returned to residen-
tial treatment.
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Second, once in the system, our findings suggest that girls and boys are embed-
ded in an organization that reflects prevailing gender norms. Girls remained under
court supervision much longer than boys, and during the period of most robust
program implementation girls were more likely to recidivate and to be sanctioned
than during other periods of the program. In other words, we suggest that the over-
control of girls through more aggressive monitoring during this period increased the
official response to their behavior. Although we cannot specifically control for level
of monitoring at all times during the study, we know that the period of time associ-
ated with the most complete program implementation also was a period of extended
monitoring. During this time period, the official response to boys’ behavior remained
constant, but this was not the case for girls. Given the original differences in offend-
ing (the lower starting point at which girls encountered the justice system), it is
unlikely that girls were actually engaging in crime or misconduct more than boys. It
is much more likely that those responding to both boys and girls were responding in
gendered ways (Britton, 1997; Mallicoat, 2007).

The third and final stage involves recommitment after a recidivating event. In
this study, girls’ reoffenses were typically less serious than boys’ reoffenses. In
fact, girls committed so few felonies that multivariate analyses using this depen-
dent variable were not possible. Despite having less serious offense histories, we
found that girls were more likely than boys to be recommitted to residential treat-
ment, regardless of the seriousness of the new offense. Again, we argue that the
differential control of male and female youth result in unequal outcomes and a
reproduction of gender inequality.

Our data came from a sample of youth committed to a residential treatment
program for low-to medium-risk offenders. The program operated community facilities
meant to divert adolescents from traditional state schools. In accordance with federal
legislation, youthful status offenders were removed from secure detention facilities;
however, the commitment of female status offenders to community residential
programs appears, in this case, to serve as an alternative setting for controlling young
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Table 4
Logistic Regression of Return to Residential Treatment on Age by Sex

Females Males

b EXP(b) b EXP(b)

Intercept 4.626 102.145 –0.048 0.953
(2.655) (1.513)

Age –0.315a 0.730 –0.053 0.949
(0.164) (0.088)

n 126 277

Source: Table 1, recidivating youth.
a. p = 0.05438.
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girls. In other words, the juvenile justice system continued to overcontrol their
behavior, but did so in a community facility and not within a detention setting or
other more secure facilities.

Although most youth in our sample are not charged with serious crimes, the
girls’ treatment facility confined far more girls for less serious offenses than the
boys’ program. The official response to girls’ actions, at all points in this system,
reflected a lower tolerance for misbehavior than the level applied to boys. Clearly
our findings are consistent with research on gendered organizations (Acker, 1990;
Britton, 2000) and the reproduction of inequality. Actors embedded within patriar-
chal institutions appear to be enforcing traditional gender norms, as evidenced by
differential responses to boys and girls involved in the juvenile justice system. The
result is the perpetuation of gender inequality.

We are not, however, arguing for equality—at least not the kind of equality that
mandates girls be treated like boys. Consider crime rates in the United States. Men
and boys are responsible for the majority of official arrests and continue to comprise
the bulk of our jail and prison populations. We suggest that the differential control
stemming from patriarchal institutions in which actors engage in dominant models
of masculinity (Connell, 2005) and femininity has negatively affected both girls and
boys. This study clearly demonstrates the negative outcomes for girls. Unlike girls
and women, however, differential control appears to provide boys and men with too
much latitude and tolerates pushing behavioral boundaries resulting in too much
acceptance of violence and rule violation as typical masculine behavior.

Our findings support the argument that the juvenile justice system is a gendered
organization. In this setting, adjudicated youth are treated and responded to in ways
that replicate gender inequality. This pattern includes boys. Researchers in the area
of masculinity write about the negative affects of traditional hegemonic masculinity,
including school shootings, bullying, and terrorism (Connell, 2002; Kimmel, 1994,
2004; Messerschmidt, 2004). Gendered norms may “protect” or insulate women and
girls from serious criminal offending while increasing the odds of (or even encour-
aging) boys’ and men’s misbehavior. Although girls experience higher levels of for-
mal social control and are responded to differently within the justice system, boys
are also subject to gendered norms and expectations about appropriate behavior. For
example, they are ridiculed for displaying weakness or not conforming to norms that
endorse violence or homophobia. As a society, we may actually be allowing them to
become more involved and entrenched in delinquent activity by excusing a certain
level of aggression and misbehavior. Boys’ and men’s higher levels of offending may
result from a long tradition of more acceptable aggressive behavior (associated with
the dominant version of masculinity) and more tolerance for their mistreatment of
others, especially toward women and other marginal populations. The solution to this
reactive tradition 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
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gendered enactment and reduce gender inequality (Connell, 2002; Messerschmidt,
2004; Pyke, 1996).

Our findings also illustrate the need for more qualitative research on girls’ and
boys’ behavior that allows them to discuss their actions in their own words (see
Belknap & Holsinger, 2006). Researchers should continue to engage in ethnographic
research that includes boys and girls to assess actual levels of misbehavior to com-
pare those reports with official responses. Likewise, analyses of agents of formal
social control can offer insight into the complex relationship between official data as
observed in court records and the attitudes, norms, and values of decision-makers in
the justice system (see Mallicoat, 2007). Future research should incorporate qualita-
tive information from a variety of people embedded in justice system settings to
better highlight these complex processes.

When considered from a feminist perspective, our findings suggest that con-
structing gender in traditional ways results in unequal outcomes for boys and girls.
Adherence to norms of hegemonic masculinity are likely to maintain or even
increase current levels of violence and maintaining traditional expectations of femi-
ninity likewise restricts legitimate opportunities for girls and women as they are
overcontrolled and unfairly sentenced. Policy should support programs that promote
similar levels of behavioral expectations for girls and boys, including norms related
to misbehavior and aggression. While gender specific programming may be quite
useful (and necessary, especially as it relates to victimization), if it perpetuates gen-
dered norms and results in replication of current gendered standards for behavior and
responses then programs will continue to result in higher levels of recidivism for
boys and the overcontrol of girls which, in turn, officially labels girls at much ear-
lier levels of delinquency than boys.

Notes

1. Our study population is younger and more female than statewide demographics for youth commit-
ted to the Alabama Department of Youth Services. This is because we use data from a community-based
program designed to divert youth before they develop lengthier histories of offending and are committed
to state school.

2. Because we expect the effects of covariates to differ between girls and boys, we present models
separately by sex. Prior to sex-disaggregation we estimated the full model with boys and girls together to
confirm the gender effect.
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