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Historically, female juvenile delin-
quents were largely ignored, but as 
an increasing number of girls became 
involved in the system, research has 
expanded. Meda Chesney-Lind, the 
nation’s leading expert on girls and 
delinquency, noted some common 
themes in the literature. First, girls 
compared with boys are more often 
arrested for less serious offenses. 
Second, girls caught up in the system 
are more likely to have been victims of 
sexual abuse (see Figure 13.2). Third, a 
large number of girls are involved in 
gangs. Fourth, judicial “double stan-
dards” result in girls,’ more so than 
boys,’ being detained and incarcer-
ated for status offenses despite dein-
stitutionalization efforts.23

Many people fail to recognize 
that arrests are not necessarily prox-
ies for offending, and more arrests do 
not necessarily reflect more serious 

violent behavior. These important distinctions are clear when considering rates of serious 
violence (versus arrest numbers) among female juveniles. Using victimization data, findings 
show that female juveniles are not committing more violent offenses such as robbery and 
aggravated assault. In fact, like all violence since the early to mid-1990s, serious female juve-
nile violence has decreased.24 These findings demonstrate the popular media meme of “girls 
gone wild” in terms of violent behavior being misplaced and exaggerated. Rather, the more 
accurate and less titillating cultural characteristic may be “girls getting arrested for minor and 
status offenses” (see Figure 13.2).

Racial Disparities: Violence and Arrests
Minorities represent a disproportionate number of arrested juvenile offenders. Black juve-

niles are arrested at higher rates than white, American Indian, and Asian juveniles for serious 
violent and property offenses and are more likely to be referred to the juvenile system. Law 
enforcement efforts to detect delinquent acts often focus on poor, minority neighborhoods, 
where crime rates tend to be higher. This approach contributes in part to the disproportion-
ate number of minorities caught up in the system. In 2014, about six in ten of all arrests for 
juveniles were of whites (63%), 35% were of blacks, and 17% were of Latinos (any race). In 
cases of serious violence only, estimates show that 47% of arrests involved a white juvenile, 
52.4% a black juvenile, and 17% a Latino juvenile.25 Arrests for juvenile-perpetrated property 
crimes included 60% white, 38% black, and 17% Latino juveniles.26 The racial disparities in 
arrests and commitment to detention facilities are a serious challenge for these communities, 
law enforcement, and courts.

More arrests do not necessarily indicate more delinquent or status behavior. Using data 
from the National Crime Victimization Survey, research shows that serious violence commit-
ted by juveniles has decreased over time (see Figure 13.3). Furthermore, these decreases are 
present among white, black, and “other” juveniles. Though serious violence by juveniles has 
decreased, there exists disparity in relative rates of serious violence offending among juve-
niles. There are many possible reasons for this disparity, including differences in prosocial 
opportunities, education, income, and family composition as well as greater scrutiny by the 
criminal justice system.

Racial disparities in the juvenile system represent a complicated but crucial issue. What 

reasons would you develop to explain the high number of minorities in the juvenile 

justice system?
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