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Focal Concerns, Race & Sentencing of Female Drug Offenders 

Susan F. Sharp, University of Oklahoma 
Adrienne Braley, Oklahoma City University 

Susan Marcus-Mendoza, University of Oklahoma 

Abstract 

The increase of female incarceration in the United States over the past decade has be
come a cause for concern. This increase differs across racial groups, with black women 
disproportionately more likely to be incarcerated and to receive longer sentences. In the 
current study, we modify the ''focal concerns" perspective developed by Steffensmeier et 
al. (1998) to explain the high incarceration rate for black males. We hypothesize that the 
sentencing disparity between black women and white women is at least partially due to 
perceived violations of traditional gender norms, an "evil woman" explanation. To test 
this, we examined the effects of legal and extralegal variables on sentence lengths in a 
sample of incarcerated drug offenders in Oklahoma. Legal factors such as prior incar
ceration and related factors such as employment were predictors of sentence lengths for 
white women, but not for black women. Instead, self-reported use of crack cocaine was 
associated with longer sentences for the black offenders despite the fact that white of
fenders were almost as likely to report use of crack. For both groups, trial by jury was 
associated with longer sentences, but more so for black women, providing some support 
for the "evil woman" focal concern. 

Introduction 
It is readily apparent that gender is a fac

tor in the likelihood of going to prison. 
Males are incarcerated at much higher 
rates than females (Beck and Mumola 
1999), although this is changing. In 1990, 
44,065 women were in prison. However, 
nearly 85,000 women were incarcerated 
in either state or federal facilities by the 
end of 1998 (Beck and Mumola 1999). 
Furthe,more, although males account for 
the majority of prisoners (Beck and 
Mumola 1999), during the last decade the 
increase in the rate of female imprison
ment has outstripped the increase in the 
male rate. In 1998 alone, female incar
ceration increased 6.5% while the increase 
for males was 4.7% (Beck and Mumola 
1999). However, the incarceration rate 
for female offenders is not the same across 
racial and ethnic groups. Almost half the 
female inmates in the United States are 
black, leading to concerns about discrimi
nation (Belknap 1996; Chesney-Lind 
1997). This study explores the possibil
ity of discriminatory sentencing, suggest
ing that perceived characteristics of a de
fendant may enter into sentencing deci
sions. Following the "focal concern" per-

spective set forth by Steffensmeier, Ulmer 
and Kramer ( 1998), we suggest that dif
ferential sentencing may be partially at
tributable to media portrayals of black fe
male offenders as "evil women" 
(Erezl 989), welfare queens (Culverson 
1998) and mothers of "crack babies" 
(Humphries et al. 1995). 

The increase in female incarceration has 
led to questions about possible causes. 
Are women committing more crimes than 
in the past, or are we now more likely to 
respond to female crime with prison sen
tences? The data suggest that the latter 
may be true. Female inmates are less likely 
than male inmates to have prior convic
tions, a history of violent crime, or juve
nile arrest histories (Greenfeld and Snell 
1999 ), suggesting a punitive stance toward 
female offenders. Furthermore, a recent 
governmental report suggests that much 
of the increase in female incarceration has 
been due to changes in sentencing prac
tices (United States General Accounting 
Office 1999). This is particularly true for 
drug offenders, with the number of women 
incarcerated for drug offenses in 1997 
nearly double the number in 1990 ( United 
States General Accounting Office 1999). 
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This trend is relevant in Oklahoma, the 
state with the highest rate of incarcerated 
women (Beck and Mumola 1999:6). Fe
males comprise more than I 0% of the state 
prison population ( Oklahoma Department 
of Corrections 1998). compared to 6% 
nationally (Snell and Morton 1994; 
Marcus-Mendoza and Briody 1996; 
Greenfeld and Snell 1999). 

Race also plays a role in imprisonment. 
During the last decade, the percentage of 
all state or Federal prisoners who were 
white decreased from slightly over half to 
4 7.9%. In contrast, the percentage of in
mates who were black increased to 49 .4% 
by 1997 (Beck and Mumola 1999). When 
one considers this in conjunction with the 
fact that blacks make up only 12% of the 
U. S. population, it is obvious that racial 
disparities in imprisonment exist. Among 
females, race is definitely a factor in the 
likelihood of incarceration. In 1997, black 
women were six times more likely than 
white women to be incarcerated (Beck and 
Mumola 1999:9). Equally disturbing, 
nearly half of the women incarcerated in 
state prisons are black, while two-thirds 
of the women on probation are white 
(Greenfeld and Snell 1999:7), suggesting 
the possibility of differential treatment 
(Chambliss 1995). 

This disparity has led to a search for 
explanations. Much attention has been 
focused on the plight of the black male 
offender ( cf. Chambliss 1995; Chiricos 
and Crawford 1995; Fishman 1998; 
Hawkins 1995; Mann and Zatz 1998; 
Steffensmeier et al. 1998). Explanations 
for their high incarceration rates have 
ranged from sociobiological ones (Wilson 
and Hernnstein 1985) to urbanization and 
poverty (DuBois 1899; Shaw and McKay 
1942). 

Others have examined the role of per
ception, suggesting that higher incarcera
tion rates are at least in part due to the 
public focus on "black crime" (Spitzer 
197 5; Cohn, Barkan and Halteman 1991; 
Chambliss 1995; Lockwood. Pottieger and 
Inciardi 1995). Steffensmeier and col
leagues ( 1998) attributed the trend towards 
harsher sentences for young black males 
at least partially to the use of what the au-

thors refer to as "focal concerns." This 
perspective is based on a premise that sen
tencing decisions reflect the desire of 
judges to protect their conununities. How
ever, judges must make their decisions 
based on incomplete infom1ation. Thus, 
they develop "focal concerns" or stereo
types to assist them in sentencing deci
sions. Young black males, the authors ar
gue, are seen as more dangerous, more 
blamewo11hy, and at greater risk of recidi
vism. Thus. judges strive to incapacitate 
them through sentencing. Legally relevant 
factors such as prior records, the type of 
conviction, and pre-trail bail or detainment 
(Zatz 1984; Zatz 1987) are considered in 
conjunction with extralegal stereotypical 
attributions about the offender's race, gen
der and age (Steffensmeier et al. 1998). 
Sentencing decisions then reflect this com
bination of legal and extralegal factors. 
The result is harsher sentencing of young 
black males. 

A similar argument may explain the dis
parate sentencing of black females. How
ever, young black women are less likely 
than young black men to be perceived as 
dangerous and a risk to the community. 
Instead, negative media portrayals and 
public outcry focus more on violation of 
gender norms, particularly through drng 
use (Culverson 1998). Indeed, Chesney
Lind has suggested that much of the rise 
in female incarceration is due to harsher 
sentences given to minority females as a 
result of the "War on Drugs" (Chesney
Lind 1997:99). This study explores cor
relates of sentence length among female 
prisoners in Oklahoma, focusing on racial 
differences. We address the issue of 
whether harsher sentencing of black 
women is the result of legal factors such 
as prior convictions or due to extralegal 
factors such as race and class. If extrale
gal factors are more likely to predict sen
tence length, "focal concerns" like those 
described by Steffensemeier et al. ( 1998) 
may be operational. In other words,judges 
and/or juries may be focusing on certain 
aspects offemale crime and violations of 
traditional gender roles in assessing sen
tences. 
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Trends in Imprisonment: Race and 
Gender 

Nationally, racial composition among 
male and female prisoners is relatively 
similar. Approximately 48% of both fe
male and male prisoners are black (Beck 
and Mumola 1999). In Oklahoma. not 
only are women more likely to be incar
cerated than in other states, but black 
women in particular face a higher risk of 
going to prison. The number of black fe
males is disproportionately higher than 
that of black males (Sandhu et al. 1994). 
This poses several questions for research
ers: Are black women more vulnerable to 
hardships and detrimental social factors 
that could ultimately lead them to prison? 
If so. are they exposed to these circum
stances more than women of other races 
are? Alternately, is the higher incarcera
tion rate of black women due to discrimi
nation? 

Two factors have contributed to the 
growth in the United States prison popu
lation. First, more offenders are being 
sentenced to prison, and second, offend
ers are being given longer sentences 
(Currie 1998). This is especially true in 
the case of female offenders who are be
ing sentenced to prison more frequently 
and for longer periods. Reasons for the 
increase in incarceration may further vary 
by both race and gender. Over half of the 
increase in male incarceration between 
1990 and 1997 was accounted for by vio
lent offenses. In contrast. only one-fourth 
of the increase in female incarceration was 
attributable to violent crime. On the other 
hand. 38% of the increase in female im
prisonment during the same period can be 
attributed to drug offenses, compared to 
only 17% of the male increase. When race 
is considered separately, the evidence does 
not appear quite as clear. Overall, the in
crease in black imprisonment is slightly 
more attributable to violent offenses than 
the increase in white imprisonment. How
ever. a larger portion of the increase in 
black imprisonment as compared to white 
imprisonment is attributable to drug of
fenses ( Currie 1998: Beck and Mumola 
1999). What is missing is a more focused 
examination of the intersection of racial 

and gender differences in crimes leading 
to incarceration. 

There are clearly racial disparities in 
both the likelihood of incarceration and 
in sentence length of female offenders. 
What remains to be addressed, however. 
is whether these disparities are due to le
gal factors or extralegal factors. If legal 
factors such as prior legal history and type 
of conviction can account for sentence 
length. one could then conclude that dis
parity but not discrimination explains dif
ferent sentence lengths (Zatz 1984). How
ever, if extralegal factors such as race 
marital or parental status and unemploy
ment are more salient, then it would ap
pear that discrimination in the sentencing 
of female offenders is an issue. In her 
study of determinate sentencing practices, 
Zatz ( I 984; 1987) found that even legal 
factors may be applied differentially by 
race and ethnicity. Furthermore, race it
selfhad a direct effect on sentencing (Zatz, 
I 984 ). In the current study, we examine 
the impact of both legal and extralegal fac
tors on the sentence lengths offemale drug 
offenders in Oklahoma. We further sug
gest that focusing on certain characteris
tics attributed to black female offenders 
may play a role in sentencing decisions. 

Focal Concerns and Sentencing 
Drawing from Miller ( 1958), 

Steffensmeier et al. ( 1998) suggest that 
sentencing decisions made by judges and 
other players in the criminal justice pro
cess are influenced by three focal con
cerns. The authors argue that the degree 
to which an offender is seen as blamewor
thy, the need to protect the community, and 
constraints and practical consequences 
affect the decisions rendered by judges and 
juries. These individuals are faced with the 
task of determining appropriate sanctions 
for offenders, and Steffensemeier et al. 
( 1998) suggest that they do so by focus
ing on characteristics that they attribute 
to certain types of offenders. Their study 
demonstrates an interaction between age, 
race. and gender. Young black males were 
found to receive disproportionately harsh 
sentences because they were seen as more 
dangerous and less reformable. Two im-
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portant pieces of information can be 
gleaned from these findings. First, the 
study demonstrates the importance of ex
amining the interaction effects among rel
evant variables. Furthermore, and perhaps 
even more important, the study illustrates 
how definitions and attributions may af
fect sentencing outcomes. 

Steffensmeier and colleagues ( 1998) did 
not find an age interaction effect on fe
male sentencing. They argued that the in
teraction of age, race and gender in sen
tencing was because young black males 
were seen as a threat. The effect of age 
was not present for women because 
women were more likely to be perceived 
as victims themselves and less likely to be 
viewed as a threat. Thus. one might con
clude that perceived dangerousness is not 
as much a factor in racially disparate sen
tencing for women. This implies a need 
to identify other attributes that might be 
focal concerns in the processing offemale 
offenders. 

Although fewer women are incarcerated 
than are men, there is evidence that fe
males have been harshly sanctioned when 
perceived as violating gender norms 
(Belknap 1996; Chesney-Lind 1997; 
Ochie and Ngenge 1996; Schur 1984). 
The "evil woman" hypothesis (Erez 1992; 
Belknap 1996) purports that women who 
violate appropriate gender-roles are dis
criminated against in the criminal justice 
process. 

Gender norm violation may occur in ei
ther of two ways: through characteristics 
of the offender or through characteristics 
of the offense. Offender characteristics 
include marital/family status as well as 
race and social class. Women who are 
married and who are caretakers of chil
dren are fulfilling "appropriate" gender 
no1111s and thus less likely to be harshly 
sentenced (Daly 1987; Daly 1989; 
Farrington and Morris 1982). On the other 
hand, being divorced, separated, or receiv
ing public assistance could result in 
harsher treatment (Farrington and Morris 
1982; Culverson I 998). Furthermore, race 
is a factor in sentencing. Ample evidence 
exists that black women receive harsher 
sanctions than white women ( Kruttschnitt 

1981; Spohn et al. 1987 ). Additionally, 
social class affects sentencing, with 
women from more affluent backgrounds 
more likely to receive leniency than poor 
women (Kruttschnitt 1981) do. The char
acteristics of the offense may also violate 
ideas of "appropriate womanhood." For 
women, drug use, especially in conjunc
tion with pregnancy or motherhood, may 
result in extremely harsh sanctions for 
women (Gomez 1997; Humphries et al. 
1992; Humphries et al. 1995). In particu
lar, the use of crack cocaine has received 
substantial negative attention. The media 
scare of the late 1980s and the "crack ba
bies" campaigns brought this particular 
drug into the public arena, resulting in 
public outcry against women who used 
drugs, especially crack cocaine. However, 
a 1996 study of judicial attitudes in Okla
homa failed to find evidence of judicial 
bias (Ochie and Ngenge 1996). 

A number of additional legal and extra
legal factors may affect sentence length, 
and some of these may have direct or in
direct effects on sentencing decisions. 
Several legal factors have been reported 
to be significantly associated with sentenc
ing. The type of legal representation, type 
of conviction (plea, bench trial or jury 
trial) (Albonetti 1997), posting of bail 
(Holmes et al. 1996). and prior criminal 
record (Spohn and Delone 2000) have all 
been linked to sentence length. Blacks are 
disproportionately affected by legal fac
tors linked to economic position, such as 
having a public defender or being unable 
to post bond (Holmes et al. 1996; Walker, 
Spohn and Delone 2000). Additionally, 
unemployment (Kramer and Steffensmeier 
1993; Spohn and Holleran 2000) and p1ior 
convictions (Kramer and Steffensmeier 
1993) have been found to preclude lenient 
sentencing. Many poverty-stricken 
women commit crimes in order to support 
their families. 

Method 

Data were collected during May and 
June 1997 at two state correctional facili
ties in Oklahoma. The smvey was admin
istered to 144 female drug offenders at Dr. 
Eddie Warrior Correctional Center (mini-
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mum/medium security) and Kate Bernard 
Community Correctional Center (mini
mum security). The Oklahoma Depart
ment of Corrections (DOC) provided lists 
of inmates chronologically ordered in 
terms of initial entry into the DOC sys
tem. At the Bernard facility, every second 
subject was selected, resulting in a 
subsample of 65. At the Warrior facility, 
the initial plan was to survey every third 
subject. However, the sampling was re
vised upon the researchers' arrival at the 
prison. The previous evening, 87 women 
were transferred to a prison in Texas with 
no advance notice. Therefore, the survey 
was administered to all remaining drug 
offenders who consented to participate. 
Three women refused, leaving a final 
subsample ofN=79. 

The survey was self-administered and 
took approximately forty-five minutes to 
complete. Members of the research team 
assisted subjects who needed help read
ing the questionnaire. The inmates were 
assured of anonymity. They were in
structed not to write their name or other 
identifying information on the survey 
form. Informed consent was obtained 
from all participants and participation was 
strictly voluntary. 

Sunrey Instrument 
Basic demographic data were collected 

including self-repo1ied race, age, educa
tional level, and employment status at time 
of arrest. Due to the small number of sub
jects who were Native American, Asian, 
or Hispanic, the sample was further re
stricted to two races: white and black. The 
final sample consisted of 5 I black females 
and 67 white females. 

Inmates were asked to respond to ques
tions concerning several aspects of their 
lives prior to and during incarceration. 
Topics included educational level attained, 
drug use history, mean family income prior 
to incarceration, whether they lived with 
a minor child, and employment history. 
Some questions were created by the re
search team while others were drawn from 
the National Youth Survey, Wave VI 
( Elliot 1993 ), Men's Relationship Study 
(Umberson 1995), Inmate Population Sur-

vey (Marcus-Mendoza and Briody 1996), 
and the AIDS Initial Assessment (National 
Institute on Drug Abuse 1993). 

The dependent variable, Sentence 
Length was measured by presenting sub
jects with ordered categories of potential 
responses. In the following analyses, the 
variable is collapsed into four categories: 
defetTed/delayed sentence, 1-4 years, 5-
10 years, and more than 10 years. The 
analyses also include several independent 
variables. Prior Convictions was coded 
as a four category ordinal level vaiiable, 
with measures ranging from "none" to 
"two or more prior felonies." Prior In
carcerations included three categories: 
"none," "one", or "two or 1nore." 

We also operationalized three categories 
for Tjpe ofTrial/Conviction: "plea or nolo 
contendre," "trial by jury" and "trial by 
judge." Finally, we explored types of 
drugs that subjects reported using in the 
six months prior to their current impris
onment. Reported drug use included 
Crack, Heroin, Marijuana, and Amphet
amines. 

Findings 
Black females comprise 35.4 percent of 

the sample of drug offender and white fe
males represent 46.5 percent. There is a 
significant over-representation of black 
females given that they only represent 
7.4% percent of the total Oklahoma female 
population (U.S. Census 1990). The av
erage age of both groups is mid-thirties, 
with a mean age for black prisoners of34.3 
years and a mean age for white prisoners 
of35.8 years. 

The self-reported family income of the 
women prior to incarceration is reported 
in Table 1. Blacks reported an average 
family income of $12,624.79 prior to in
carceration whereas whites reported 
$31,494.38. This difference in average 
income could be a result of many social 
factors. The difference in levels of edu
cation between the two groups is one pos
sible reason for the dissimilarity. As can 
be seen in Table I, white women are more 
likely than black women to report gradua
tion from high school ( 46.2%i of the white 
prisoners versus 34% of the black prison-
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ers). Another possible explanation could 
be employment status. However, as re
flected in Table 1, black prisoners are more 
likely than white prisoners to report that 
they were employed either full-time or 
part-time. However, with lower levels of 
education the earnings of the black women 
could be expected to be lower. 
Sentence Length 

Table 2 reports sentence length by race. 
It is apparent that more white than black 
women are found in the lower sentence 
categories ( deferred/delayed or less than 
5 years). Sentences of ten or more years 
are almost equally distributed by race. The 
category with the largest percentage dif
ference is 5 to 9 year sentences, with 38% 
of the black women but only 28.1 % of the 
white women falling into this group. 

Drug Use 
Table 3 indicates the drug use offemale 

inmates dming the six months prior to in
carceration. Black women are more likely 
to report using crack (36.0%) than white 
women (22.7%). White prisoners report 
higher rates of cocaine use (31.8% com
pared to 6.0% of blacks), marijuana use 
(51.5% compared to 32.0% of blacks), 
heroin (13.6% compared to 4.0% of 
blacks), and amphetamines or metham
phetamine use ( 53 % compared to 2.0% of 
blacks). It is evident that the types of drugs 
varied by race. 
Legal Factors Potentially Affecting Sen
tence Length 

Three legal variables are presented in 
Table 4. First, we present information 
about the number of prior convictions re-

Table I. Demographics 

Mean Age in Years 

Mean Income Prior to Incarceration 

Education 
< HS Grad/GED 

HS Grad/GED 

Vo-Tech/College 

Full-Time or Part-Time Employement 

Black 
34.3 

$12,625 

44.0% 
(22) 

34.0% 
(17) 

22.0% 
(11) 

45.1% 
(23) 

Table 2. Sentences by Race 

Deferred or Delayed 

<SYears 

5 - 9Years 

10 or More Years 

Black 
0.0% 
(0) 

16.0% 
(8) 

38.0% 
(19) 

46.0% 
(23) 

White 
35.8 

$31,494 

33.0% 
(22) 

46.2% 
(30) 

20.0% 
(13) 

40.3% 
(27) 

White 
6.3% 

(4) 

20.3% 
(13) 

28.1% 
( 18) 

45.3% 
(29)
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ported by the prisoners. The number of Table 3. Reported Drug Use in Six 
prior convictions for both blacks and Months Prior to Arrest, by Race 
whites are almost equivalent. However, 
15.2% of white females rep01i prior mis- Drug Black White 
demeanor convictions, as compared to 8% 
of black women. The percentage of black Crack 36.0% 22.7% 
prisoners with one prior felony is slightly (18) (15) 
higher than that of white prisoners (30% 
versus 28.8%). Finally, black prisoners Cocaine 6.0% 31.8% 
(28.0%) are more likely to report two or (3) (21) 
more felony convictions than white pris-
oners (22. 7)%. Marijuana 32.0% 51.5% 

The second legal variable examined was (16) (34) 
prior incarceration record. White women 
are far more likely to report that this was Heroin 4.0% 13.6% 
their first incarceration, and less likely to (2) (9) 
report one prior incarceration. However, 
the difference between white women and Amphetamine/ 2.0% 53.0% 
black women is somewhat less for two or Methamphetamine (1) (35) 

Table 4. Legal Factors Potentially Affecting Sentencing, by Race 

Black White 
Prior Convictions 

None 34.0% 33.3% 
( 17) (22) 

Misdemeanor onzv 8.0% 15.2% 
(4) ( 10) 

One prior felony 30.0% 28.8% 
(15) (19) 

Two or more prior felonies 28.0% 22.7% 
(14) ( 14) 

Prior Incarcerations 
None 58.0% 74.2% 

(29) (49) 

One 30.0% 16.7% 
(15) ( I I) 

Two or more 12.0% 9.1% 
(6) (6) 

Type of Trial/Conviction 
Plea or Nola Contendre 76.6% 75.4% 

(36) (49) 

Trial bl' Jun· 3.9% 15.4% 
(2) (10) 

Trial br Judge 17.6% 9.2% 
(9) (6) 
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more prior incarcerations (9.1 % versus 
12.0%). 

The final legal factor examined was the 
type of conviction or trial. Over three
fourths of white and black women report 
that plea bargains or "nolo contendre" 
pleas were entered. Of the remaining 
women, blacks are slightly more likely to 
report being tried in front of a judge, while 
white women are slightly more likely to 
report being tried in front of a jury. How
ever, it is important to remember that these 
percentages apply to women in prison and 
may not be representative of all women 
facing drug charges. 
Prior Convictions, Prior Incarcerations & 
Current Sentence 

Table 5 is a cross-tabulation of prior con
victions with current sentences of the 
women prisoners. One notable difference 

is in deferred/ delayed sentences. Blacks 
repo1i no delayed sentences, while four 
white women report receiving delayed sen
tences. Indeed, one white prisoner report
ing a p1ior felony conviction repo1ied a 
deferred/ delayed sentence. A higher per
centage of black women with no prior con
victions (20.4%) than white women 
(12.7%) report a sentence of 10 or more 
years. Additionally, 16.3% of the black 
prisoners with one prior felony received 
5-9 years whereas only 7.9% of white re
spondents with one prior felony received
the same sentence. There is a somewhat
higher concentration of white women in
the 1-4 years category and a higher con
centration of black women in both the 5-9
years and IO or more years categories, re
gardless of prior conviction status.

Table 6 presents a cross-tabulation of 

Table 5. Prior Convictions and Current Sentences, By Race 

Black White 

Sentence length in years O* 1-4 5-9 10+ 0* 1-4 5-9 10+ 

No prior convictions 0.0% 6.1% 8.2% 20.4% 3.2% 6.4% 7.9% 12.7% 
(0) (3) (4) (10) (2) (4) (5) (8)

lvfisdeamenor on�v 0.0% 2.0% 6.1% 0.0% 1.6% 4.8% 6.4% 3.2% 
(0) (I) (3) (0) (I) (3) (4) (2)

One prior.felony 0.0% 2.0% 16.3% 10.2% 1.6% 7.9% 7.9% 12.7% 
(0) (!) (8) (5) (I) (5) (5) (8)

Two or more 0.0% 6.1% 8.2% 14.3% 0.0% 1.6% 4.8% 12.7% 
priorfelonies (0) (3) (4) (7) (0) (I) (3) (8)

* The catego1y "O" Sentence length refers to deferred/delayed sentencing.

Table 6. Prior Incarcerations and Current Sentences, By Race 

Black White 

Sentence length in years 0* l-4 5-9 10+ 0* 1-4 5-9 10+ 

No prior incarceration 0.0% 10.2% 24.5% 24.5% 6.4% 17.5% 22.2% 27.0% 
(0) (5) (12) ( 12) (4) (11) ( 14) ( 17)

One prior incarceration 0.0% 4.1% 10.2% 14.3% 0.0% 3.2% 3.2% 11.1 % 
(0) (2) (5) (7) (0) (2) (2) (7)

lii·o or more 0.0% 2.0% 4.1% 6.1% 0.0% 0.0% 1.6% 7.9% 
prior incarcerations (0) (I) (2) (3) (0) (0) ( I ) (5) 

* The category "O" Sentence length refers to deferred/delayed sentencing.
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prior incarceration record by sentence 
length. In this table, we see that deferred 
sentences were given only to those white 
prisoners with no prior incarcerations. 
However, white prisoners with no prior 
incarcerations are also slightly more likely 
to report receiving sentences of ten or 
more years. Among those women with one 
prior incarceration, a higher percentage of 
black women report receiving sentences 
in the 1-4 year category, 5-9 year category 
and the 10 year or more category. 

Bivariate Regressions of Sentence Length 
on Legal and Extra-Legal Variables 

In Table 7, we examine the bivariate 
models. For black prisoners, having a jury 
trial is associated with a longer sentence 
length, as is the level of crack cocaine use, 
heroin use, and marijuana use. Higher lev
els of education are also associated with 
longer sentences. For white prisoners, the 
significant coefficients are quite different 
other than the effect of having a jury trial. 
Instead, longer sentences for white pris
oners are associated with prior incarcera
tions, employment and amphetamine use. 

Table 7. OLS Bivariate Regression of Sentence Length on Legal and 
Extra-Legal Variables (standardized coefficients in parenthesis) 

Black White Black White 

Prior .004 .040 Lived with .324 .003 
convictions (.005) (.030) minor child (.156) (.001) 

Prior .159 _397t Income prior .000 -.000 
incarcerations (.113) (.167) to incarceration (.156) (-.090) 

Jury 1.104t .792t Level of .090** .113 
( .220) (.179) crack use (.216) (.044) 

Judge -.226 -.598 Level of .090t .113 
(-.084) (-.113) cocaine use (.216) (.044) 

Employment .231 -.517+ Level of .107* .142 
(.117) (-.164) heroin use (.233) (.171) 

Education level .277* .098 Level of .092* .161 
(.218) (.046) marijuana use (.253) (.240) 

Age .005 .021 Level of .080 .207** 
(.040) (. I I I ) amphetamine use (. J 85) (.315) 

+ p .:S . I 0, * p .:S .05, **p .:S .01, *** p .:S .001 

Multivariate Regressions of Sentence 
length on legal and Extra-Legal vari
ables 

Finally, ordinary least squares analyses 
of sentence length on the legal and extra
legal variables were undertaken. The fi
nal models are presented in Table 8. Other 
than having a jury trial, it is apparent that 
very different variables are associated with 
sentence length for white prisoners as com
pared to black prisoners. for white pris
oners. the predictive variables are prima
rily legal factors: prior incarcerations and 

jury trial. Additionally, employment is 
significantly associated with lower sen
tence length. For black prisoners, how
ever, the predictive variables are prima
rily extra-legal factors: educational level 
and crack use. Being tried by a jury is re
lated to longer sentences for blacks but not 
for whites. 
Discussion 

The current study did not explore the 
likelihood of incarceration among female 
offenders. being limited to an examination 
of factors affecting sentence length among 



12 Volume 28, Number 2, November/December 2000 Free Inquiry in Creative Sociology 

Table 8. OLS Multivariate Regression of Sentence Length on Legal and 
Extra-Legal Variables (standardized coefficients in parenthesis) 

Prior convictions 

Prior incarcerations 

Jury 

Judge 

Employment 

Education level 

Age 

Lived with minor child 

Income prior to incarceration 

Level of crack use 

Level of cocaine use 

Level of heroin use 

Level of marijuana use 

Level of amphetamine use 

R2 

Black 

1.210** 
(.242) 

.300* 
(.237) 

. IO Jt 
(J62) 

. 131 

White 

.477* 
(.20 I) 

.832* 
( .189) 

-.660* 
(-.209) 

.103 

t p S .IO,* p S .05, **p S .01, *** p S .001 

those who were incarcerated. Our find
ings indicate that, in tem1s of sentence 
length, race matters. First, the sentence 
len6>th received by female offenders var
ied by race. Second, we found that de
ferred or delayed sentences were only re
ported by white prisoners. Finally, our 
findings indicate that different factors pre
dicted sentence length for black women 
as compared to white women. 

The data also suggest that detrimental 
social factors experienced by black women 
cannot explain the difference (Currie 
1998). For example, although black fe
male prisoners report lower levels of edu
cation, it appears that higher levels of edu
cation are associated with longer sentences 
for this group. It is possible that this is an 

artifact, with those women incarcerated 
for the longest terms being more likely to 
obtain education while in prison. Cer
tainly, the relationship between sentence 
length and education bears further inves
tigation. 

Prior research has suggested that em
ployment at the time of incarceration is 
often associated with less harsh sentenc
ing (Kramer and Steffensmeier 1993 ). 
However, this sh1dy did not appear to sup
port those findings unilaterally. Regres
sion analyses indicated that employment 
was not associated with shorter sentences 
for black prisoners, only for white prison
ers. This is despite the fact that black 
women were more likely to report having 
either a full-time or part-time job prior to 
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incarceration. 
Drug use varied by race. In the six 

months prior to incarceration, black 
women were more likely to report using 
crack, while white women were more 
likely to report using all other drugs. How
ever, drug use was not associated with sen
tence length for all women. Instead, drug 
use was only associated with sentence 
length for black women, adding support 
to Chesney-Lind's ( 1997) observation 
about the War on Drugs being a war on 
women of color. 

In a system where disparity of sentence 
lengths was not due to racial factors, one 
should expect to find similar predictors of 
sentence length. In particular, legal vari
ables should be associated with sentenc
ing. However, this was not the case for 
both black and white offenders in our 
sample. While black prisoners were more 
likely to report no prior convictions, none 
received deferred sentences. On the other 
hand, white respondents were slightly 
more likely to have a prior conviction on 
their record, yet four white inmates were 
given deferred sentences, one of these re
porting a prior felony conviction and an
other reporting a misdemeanor conviction. 
Furthermore, although black prisoners 
were less likely to repor1 prior convictions, 
they were more likely to report prior in
carcerations. This would suggest that 
some level of discrimination exists. Jury 
trials were associated with longer sen
tences for both races. 

This study was designed to explore the 
possibility that focal concerns exist in the 
sentencing of female inmates similar to 
those described in the sentencing of young 
black male inmates (Steffensemeier et al. 
1998 ). The Steffensmeier study suggested 
that young black males receive harsher 
sentences because they are seen as blame
worthy and dangerous. We suggest that 
different focal concerns might be opera
tive with female offenders, particularly 
concerns surrounding gender norm viola
tions ( Schur 1984; Belknap 1996; Erez 
1992; Ochie and Ngenge 1996; Schur 
1984 ). Our findings appear to support 
this in regards to the harsher sentencing 
of black female offenders. It is notewor-

thy that crack cocaine use was associated 
with longer sentencing for black women 
but not for white women. Given the me
dia representation of black women giving 
birth to impaired infants (Humphries et al. 
1995), this should not be particularly sur
prising. Almost one-fourth of the white 
prisoners reported using crack in the six 
months prior to incarceration, compared 
to slightly more than one-third of the black 
prisoners. However, at neither the bivari
ate nor the multivariate level was an asso
ciation found between crack use and sen
tence length for white women, suggesting 
that there is a difference across races in 
the perceived "inappropriateness" of crack 
usage. Notably, having a minor child in 
the home was not associated with sentence 
length for either race. 

It is equally telling that the variables pre
dictive of sentence length for white pris
oners are primarily legal variables (Zatz 
1984). In the multivariate model, employ
ment was the one extra-legal variable as
sociated with sentence length. Employ
ment has been associated with sentence 
length in a number of studies of male of
fenders, and there is some intuitive logic 
there. Simply, an employed offender is 
considered to be less of a risk. Offenders 
who are employed are perceived as more 
tied to the community, and thus better able 
to provide for their families (Kramer and 
Steffensmeier 1993; Spohn and Holleran 
2000). However, the beneficial effect of 
employment does not appear to be ex
tended to black female offenders, despite 
the fact they were more likely to report 
regular employment. 

Conclusion 
The circumstances surrounding each 

respondent's case were not examined. 
Therefore, it is difficult to delve deeper 
into the issue of discrimination. Many 
factors influence sentencing, including 
aggravating and mitigating circumstances 
in individual cases. All offenders in this 
study were convicted of drug offenses. 
However, we do not know the exact of
fenses for each offender, although that 
might partially explain the outcomes. 
Nonetheless, it appears that Chesney-
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Lind's ( 1997) warning cannot be ignored. 
Further research is needed to determine 
the specific types and levels of discrimi
nation that exists within the criminal jus
tice system. 

A comparison of a female offenders not 
charged with drug offenses to those 
charged with drug offenses might shed 
further light on the role of stereotypes and 
focal concerns in sentencing decisions. 
Additionally, further research might ex
plore whether similar patterns exist in de
cisions of whether to incarcerate convicted 
women. 
The findings of this study give cause for 

concern about racial equity in sentencing 
of female offenders. In particular, the find
ing that legal factors were not associated 
with sentence length of black females 
merits further investigation. If these find
ings are replicated in terms of decisions 
to incarcerate as well as across a wider 
variety of offenders, current sentencing 
practices will need to be examined and 
changed. Otherwise, if the trend ofrising 
female incarceration continues unchecked, 
we may find a generation of children with 
neither mother nor father available to par
ent them. 
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Homicide as a Sociological Transaction: 
The Use of Victim Precipitation at a Criminal Trial 

Craig J. Forsyth, The University of Louisiana, Lafayette 
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Abstract 

This research examines the role of the sociologist as an expert in cases of homicide. 
The authors argue that sociological knowledge can be particularly important at trial by 
presenting an interpretation of the social context of a crime. This point is illustrated by 
describing several case studies of homicides and by using theories and models support
ing victim precipitation as a explanation of the crime. Three interacting constructs of 
victim precipitation are described in which to frame a homicide: 1) the behavior of the 
victim as it encouraged the specific offender/victim interaction; 2) the level of deviant or 
criminal behavior in which the victim was engaged; and 3) the level of risk in the lifestyle 
of the victim. 

Introduction 
Sociologists are regularly sought as ex

pe1t witnesses in the courts (Jenkins and 
Kroll-Smith 1996; Radelet 1987; Rose 
1967; Thoresen 1993; Wolfgang 1974). 
This paper examines the role of sociolo
gists as expe1t witnesses in homicide cases. 
The first author of this paper has worked 
as a sociologist in over I 00 capital mur
der cases in Louisiana. We contend that 
the sociologist can be particularly impor
tant for the defense by presenting an in
terpretation of the social context of the 
murder. This point is illustrated by the 
use and extension of the concept of vic
tim precipitation as a mitigating factor of 
homicide. Routine activity/lifestyle theory 
is offered as support for the concept of vic
tim precipitation as an explanation of ho
micide. We also extend a classification 
scheme (Meuller 1990; Polk 1997; Sobol 
1997), which consists of four victim clas
sification categories. based on the degree 
of victim involvement. Several cases of 
homicide, on which the first author has 
worked. are framed within different lev
els of victim/offender interaction. Finally. 
the applicability of viewing homicide as a 
sociological transaction rather than as a 
study of offenders and victims is ad
dressed. 

The Role of the Sociologists as Expert 
in Cases of Homicide 

Expert witnesses are hired by defense 

attorneys to develop mitigation for the sen
tencing (penalty) phase of capital murder 
trials. Their responsibility in capital cases 
is to develop a social history of the defen
dant that will serve as mitigation (Jenkins 
and Kroll-Smith 1996; Radelet 1987). 
Mitigating circumstances are the most 
important elements of the penalty phase 
of a trial for the defense (Dayan 1991 ). 
Mitigating circumstances are facts that do 
not justify or excuse an action but can 
lower the amount of moral blame, lower 
the criminal penalty for the action, and can 
serve as a determining factor in life or 
death decisions (Oran 1983 ). Thus, the 
key element in the penalty phase is to ex
plain the criminal behavior of the defen
dant so that he or she will not be sentenced 
to death. 

In the first phase of a capital murder trial 
guilt is determined. If the defendant is 
found not guilty or guilty of a lesser of
fense, the trial ends. If the defendant is 
found guilty of a lesser offense, the judge 
will impose a sentence at a hearing, on the 
other hand, if a defendant is found guilty 
of capital murder, the jury must decide on 
a punishment (Charvat 1996; Hall and 
Brace 1994 ). This represents the second 
phase and involves another t1ial, but with 
the same judge, jury, and attorneys in the 
same setting 1

• In Louisiana, the penalty 
phase cannot begin sooner than 12 hours 
after the guilt phase verdict, although the 
judge can allow a longer period of time, 
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but generally the second phase starts the 
following day. Due to these time factors, 
preparations for both the penalty and guilt 
phase are concurrent. Any matter the 
judge regards as relevant to sentencing 
may be offered as evidence in the second 
phase, and the second phase must include 
matters relating to certain legislatively 
specified aggravating and mitigating cir
cumstances. Both the prosecution and the 
defense may present arguments on whether 
or not the death penalty should be used 
(Lewis and Peoples 1978). In Louisiana, 
the jury weighs aggravating and mitigat
ing circumstances before imposing either 
a sentence of death or life in prison with
out parole. 

The U.S. Supreme Court has held that 
comts must consider any and all relevant 
mitigating evidence that is available. 
Louisiana law, although recognizing any 
relevant evidence as plausible mitigating 
testimony, has created a general classifi
cation of factors (West 1998 ). Any as
pects of the defendant's life which dem
onstrate that he or she is not deserving of 
the death penalty could be considered miti
gating circumstances. 

The prosecution, on the other hand, pre
sents aggravating circumstances. Gener
ally, aggravation includes actions or oc
currences that lead to an increase in the 
seriousness of a crime but are not part of 
the legal definition of that crime (Oran 
1983). These are the intentionality of the 
acf, the propensity of the murderer to kill 
again and the heinous, atrocious, and cruel 
nature of the murder. Debates about sen
tencing typically focus on two adversarial 
positions: the circumstances of the crime 
versus the social psychological qualities 
of the client (Brodsky 1991; Dayan 1991; 
Najmi 1992; Thoresen 1993). 

The expert/sociologist explains how so
ciological factors have, at least partially, 
shaped the circumstances of capital mur
der (Rose 1967). The utility of sociology 
in a murder case may be clearest in the 
penalty phase of the trial, but the data ob
tained and delivered by the sociologist 
have uses other than in the penalty phase. 
It can be used to negotiate a plea so that a 
trial never takes place or at a sentencing 

hearing for a conviction of manslaughter 
which has a range of sentences rather than 
a detem1inant sentence. Such data can be 
used to help sh01ten the sentence of the 
client. The sociologist's report can be filed 
in the record to be used at later hearings 
to reduce the sentence of the client. So
ciological data can be used on appeal to 
convince the reviewing court of the ques
tionable moral appropriateness of the 
death sentence in the client's case, or that 
the death sentence of the client is dispro
portionate (Dayan 1991 ). 

The major focus in this paper is the con
tention that sociological knowledge has 
and should continue to inform sentencing 
decisions in capital cases and other cases 
of homicide where appropriate. Key 
among the knowledge that might be use
ful is the concept of victim precipitation. 
Victim precipitation illustrates the argu
ments that place a defendant in social and 
cultural worlds that, even if they do not 
necessarily "explain" or "justify" grievous 
and heinous acts, absolve the murderer of 
a sufficient amount of guilt to spare his or 
her life or perhaps lessen the sentence if 
presented at the guilt phase of the trial or 
at trials for manslaughter or second de
gree murder. 

The concept of victim precipitation can 
be counted on to cause controversary be
cause it poses a counterintuitive notion, 
that a person was engaged in behavior that 
would b1ing about his or her own death. 
But, victim precipitation can be shown to 
be relevant in some cases of homicide. 
One of the circumstances for capital mur
der in Louisiana is when the offender kills 
while engaged in the distribution, ex
change, sale, or purchase of a controlled 
dangerous substance. In such circum
stances it is quite likely that the victim was 
also involved in this encounter and con
sequently contributed to his or her death. 
We suggest an interpretation of the social 
context of the crime in a manner that can 
enable judges and juries to make sense of 
the interactions between defendant and 
victim. By focusing on the specific cir
cumstances the sociologist also avoids the 
criticism directed at trends rather than in
dividuals. The law abhors abstract ex-
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cuses, but indeed is keyed toward concrete 
explanations. 

The Theoretical Grounding of Victim 
Precipitation 

The expert who testifies about victim 
precipitation must be prepared to theoreti
cally ground the data (Glasser and Strauss 
1967). The defense expe1i must be pre
pared for any possible questions the pros
ecution may pose. In essence, the expert 
must be over-prepared. The following is 
an extensive review of the literature on the 
concept of victim precipitation and a 
somewhat brief exploration of routine ac
tivity theory and the lifestyle approach to 
the study of victimization. 

Routine Activities and Lifestyle 
Although homicide is a complex and 

dynamic phenomenon (Sobol 1997), there 
are basically two approaches to the study 
of homicide ( or any violent crime). These 
may be viewed as either a study of what 
causes criminal behavior or of what causes 
victimization. Pari of the emphasis on vic
timization has been on the situational fac
tors that accompanied a particular crime. 
One of the most accepted perspectives 
accounting for victimization is derived 
from the routine activity and lifestyle ap
proaches. These two theories developed 
during the same period and have consid
erable overlap. Both theories assume that 
the lifestyles and behavioral patterns of 
some individuals increase their potential 
for being victims, primarily because they 
are at risk for contact with offenders 
(Bennett 1991; Cohen and Felson 1979; 
Cohen, Kleugel, and Land 1981; Felson 
1987; Messner and Blau 1987 ). 

There has been a cache of research on 
the theory of deviant places (Stark 1987 ). 
Research findings suppo1i the view that 
there are certain "hot spots" where crime 
is more likely to occur, and that people 
whose activities take them routinely into 
these ''hot spots" will greatly increase their 
risk of being victims of crime (Kennedy 
and Forde 1990; Miethe and Meier 1990; 
Miethe, Stafford., and Long 1987; Roncek 
and Maier 1991 ). 

Lifestyle theory stresses that the lifestyle 

of some people puts them more at risk for 
becoming crime victims; you are more 
likely to become a victim if you spend a 
lot of time with people who themselves 
commit high numbers of crimes. People 
who spend a lot of time in bars or in the 
street increase their chances of becoming 
victims. Research on robbery, auto theft, 
rape, and other sexual crimes in one city 
demonstrated all such crimes occurred in 
only five percent of the locations, while 
95 percent of the places in the city were 
free of any of these crimes in a one year 
period (Sherman, Gartin, and Buerger 
1989). Crime rates in residential areas 
indicate that those blocks in which bars or 
taverns are located have significantly 
higher rates of every type of index crime 
(Kennedy and Forde 1990; Roncek and 
Maier 1991; Stahura and Sloan 1988). 

The routine activity approach is an at
tempt to explain why it is that some people 
become victims of crime. The foundations 
of the routine activity perspective are in 
human ecological theory (Hawley 1950). 
It was Hawley's idea that human activi
ties are performed not only in a particular 
territory or area, as is criminal victimiza
tion, a point recognized as early as 1929 
(Shaw et al. 1929), but also at a particular 
time (Hawley 1950). The convergence of 
these interrelated factors , temporal and 
spatial components, is fundamental to the 
understanding of the routine activity per
spective. 

Routine activities theory argues that 
some people engage in routine activities 
that increase their risk of victimization. 
Essentially, the approach assumes that it 
is a change in the routine daily activities 
of victims that affects an increase or de
crease in victimization. For victimization 
to occur three phenomena must occur si
multaneously: I. the presence of an attrac
tive target (person or property); 2. the pres
ence of a motivated offender; 3. the ab
sence of people who might observe or stop 
the crime (guardianship) ( Cohen and 
Felson 1979 ). An increase in victimiza
tion is anticipated to occur only when there 
is a convergence in both time and space 
of motivated offenders and suitable tar
gets in the absence of capable guardians. 
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Accordingly, a decrease is anticipated 
when any one of these criteria is not met. 
Implicit within routine activities and 
lifestyle theories is the idea that some in
dividuals increase their chances of becom
ing crime victims by committing crimes 
themselves, in essence the conception of 
victim precipitation (Amir 1971; Sampson 
and Lauritsen 1990; Wolfgang I 958). 

Victim Precipitation 
In criminology, one of the recurring con

cepts that cues much of the research on 
homicide is the idea that victims often pre
cipitate their own deaths by playing an 
antagonistic role in the events preceding 
the fatal encounter (Mann I 996; Polk 
1997; Sobol 1997). Wolfgang ( 1958) used 
the term victim precipitation to describe a 
type of homicide ( or other acts of violence) 
in which the victim took some active role 
(striking the first blow or making the ini
tial threatening gesture) in their own vic
timization. 

Up to one-half of all criminal homi
cides may be provoked by victims who 
initiate physical violence ... The preva
lence of victim precipitation in mur
der and assault cases is clearly con
trary to the popular image of victims 
as totalZ)' innocent bystanders to 
predatory attacks (Miethe and 
McCorkle 1998:28). 
Many homicides take place between in

dividuals who have had prior social inter
action with each other, although victim 
precipitated killings involve more than 
prior interaction between the two parties. 
In the cases designated as being victim 
precipitated, the victims induced their 
death through their own menacing actions 
(Amir 1971; Polk I 997). Violence from 
this perspective is to be understood as an 
outcome of action and responses by both 
pa11ies and not merely those of the killer. 
Calculating the number of victim precipi
tated homicides is an arduous task, be
cause it requires intimate knowledge of the 
interaction before the killing took place. 
Since one of the participants is dead, re
construction of the event must rely on per
sonal accounts by the killer and by any 
available witnesses. Estimates have nev-

ertheless been made and range from 25% 
to 50% of homicides (Wolfgang 1958). 
Fattah ( 199 I) offers a definition of victim 
precipitation where the victim's actions 
were a necessary part of the event. 

A form of overt, aggressive, and pro
vocative behavior by the victim that 
triggers the action of the criminal. It 
is an actualizing facto,; the stimulus 
that elicits the violent response ... had 
it not been for the precipitating actions 
of the victim, the victimization ,vould 
not have occurred against that particu
lar victim in that particular situation 
(Fattah 1991:295) 
Fattah (1991) also describes certain be

haviors by the victim which may not at
tain extreme levels of precipitation but 
which may still play a major or a minor 
causal role. 

... victim-precipitation is usually (and 
justly) cm�fined to conscious, deliber
ate, and active behavim; thefimctional 
role of the victim may be in the form 
of..acts of negligence, carelessness, 
recklessness, and imprudence, which 
create a temptation or opportunity 
situation or make it easier/or the po
tential offender to commit a certain 
crime, are contributing factors, even 
though they may not fit a narrow op
erational definition of victim precipi
tation (Fattah 1991 :297). 
Earlier works on victim precipitation 

have been primarily concerned with study
ing the behavior of the victim. Other re
searchers (Meuller 1990; Polk 1997; 
Sobol 1997) have suggested a continuum 
of victim precipitation based on the level 
of involvement of the victim. They have 
combined much of the victim precipita
tion perspective into a practical applica
tion. Their model of victim precipitation 
offers four categories of victims based 
upon an increasing level of responsibility 
for the event. These four categories are: 
Innocent Nonparticipating, Noncriminal 
Facilitating, Criminal Facilitating, and 
Criminal Precipitating. Luckenbill ( 1977) 
and others (Kennedy and Sacco 1998) 
have suggested a broader approach; not 
only looking at the actions of the victim 
but the offender as well. This approach is 
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best exemplified by the concept situated 
transactions (Luckenbill 1977). 
Luckenbill characterized homicide as a 
product of a sociological transaction. The 
victim ends up dead because of what goes 
on between the actors involved in the 
event(s). 

Concerns about de.fining victims ver
sus offenders and the role that each 
play in precipitating the crime event 
raise the need to address the event in 
a way that involves looking at more 
than what one person does to anothe1: 
Using this approach, we emphasize the 
study of what goes on between the par
ticipants rather than what any one of 
them does. This approach allows us 
to account not only for offender and 
victim actions but also for the behav
ior of third parties in addition to the 
situational factors that may influence 
the outcome of the interaction. The 
idea of a situated transaction allows 
us to look at social interaction in terms 
of a play, with designated roles, scripts 
to be followed, and scenes to be de
signed (Kennedy and Sacco 
1998:106). 
Understanding homicide from this per

spective means that it can be better under
stood as a drama in which actors have roles 
and perform associated behaviors 
(Goffman 1959). 

In an attempt to frame this dramaturgi
cal analysis ( Goffman 1959) of homicide, 
we offer three constructs of homicide vic
tims, which the expert/sociologist can use 
to begin to frame the data gathered. Also 
offered are examples of a continuum of 
behaviors within these constructs. The 
three constructs are: I. the behavior of the 
victim as it encouraged the specific of
fender/victim interaction ( no interaction 
with the offender on any level-sarcastic or 
degrogatory verbal remarks directed at the 
offender-verbal threats-physical threats); 
2. the level of deviant or criminal behav
ior in which the victim was engaged (nor
mal-deviant-criminal); and 3. the level of
risk in the lifestyle of the victim ( cautious
risky-risky without guardianship). The
first construct is the most important be
cause threatening behavior is the essence

of victim precipitation and it most closely 
approximates the legitimate concept of 
self-defense. The second construct is more 
important than the third because being in
volved in deviant or criminal behavior in
dicates recklessness or imprudence on the 
part of the victim. Indeed, the third is a 
precarious construct, because it involves 
acceptable behavior. These constructs 
should also be viewed as interactive. It 
also should be noted that although the spe
cific dynamics of each crime are differ
ent, we are attempting to fit them into cat
egorical constructs. We also realize that 
these constructs will not always provide 
mutually exclusive dimensions to catego
rize homicides. We recognize these limi
tations, but indeed, feel it is a workable 
framework. 

For example, a woman who sells or ex
changes sex for crack cocaine has a devi
ant, perhaps criminal lifestyle. Each day 
she runs a very high risk of being involved 
with potential offenders. Her specific ac
tions with an individual can discourage or 
encourage events leading to her being a 
victim. If she gets in a car and goes to a 
remote place with someone she meets in a 
crack house she is facilitating the poten
tial for violent behavior. If she gets into 
an argument with this individual in a re
mote place she promotes the potential for 
violence. The intersection of lifestyle and 
behavior occurs on the interactional stage. 
The prostitute leads a high risk lifestyle 
and is engaged in an illegal activity (in 
most places). The prostitute's potential 
for becoming a victim is augmented be
cause sex takes place in private, where 
guardianship is lacking. 

The information for assigning a category 
to this sociological transaction is obtained 
by the sociologist during the gathering of 
data about both the offender and the vic
tim. The lifestyle of the victim can be 
constructed from focused interviews with 
a broad sample of individuals who know 
of the victim's behavior. These are the 
same methods which can be used to gather 
defendant information. Behavior at the 
crime scene can only be obtained from the 
defendant and any witnesses to the crime 
or events surrounding the crime. Although 



22 Volume 28, Number 2, November/December 2000 Free Inquiry in Creatil'e Sociology 

criminals have a vested interest in distort
ing the reality of their commission of a 
particular crime, most researchers have 
found interviews with offenders to be ex
cellent sources of data regarding c1iminal 
motivations for and the situational dynam
ics of the crime (Miethe and McCorkle 
1998). Police crime scene evidence can 
also aid in the reconstruction of this drama. 

Some Cases of Homicide 

The following five case studies of ho
micide serve as a means to illustrate the 
applicability of the constructs of victim 
precipitation. In the first four the charge 
was capital murder; in the fifth case study 
the charge was second degree murder. In 
each case there is some degree of victim 
precipitation, albeit at significantly differ
ent levels. 

1. The offender was arrested for the mur
der of a man who was searching for a ho
mosexual encounter at a rest stop located 
on an interstate highway. The victim and 
the offender were strangers but each had 
engaged in this type of behavior before. 
The victim had even been warned by 
friends of the dangerousness of his behav
ior. The offender had "earned" money 
through homosexual encounters in the 
past. The victim and offender met at the 
rest stop and then drove to another loca
tion. where the victim was robbed and 
beaten to death. The victim had a risky 
lifestyle, was facilitating violence by go
ing to a location where no one could stop 
the crime and was engaging in a deviant 
activity. The homicide was the direct re
sult of being involved in some deviant ac
tivity, but the victim did not threaten or 
physically attack the offender. The vic
tim facilitated his death through his devi
ant behavior. 

2. The offenders were involved in the
killing/robbing of two out-of-town drug 
dealers. The two victims were in town to 
buy drugs. Their deaths were planned. 
The victims were shot and killed in a car 
as they were being driven by the two de
fendants to the alleged drug deal. The vic
tiins were also robbed of a large amount 
of money. The victims were engaged in 
an illegal activity. Their criminal behav-

ior facilitates their becoming victims, in 
that, the homicide was the direct result of 
being involved in some criminal act. Like 
case one, the victims did not threaten the 
offenders. But these victims had a history 
of robbing other drug dealers; this creates 
a sort of retaliatory aura. It can also be 
considered a threatening behavior, albeit 
a general threat, to all people with whom 
they engage in drug deals. 

3. The offender waited in hiding for the
owner of a small cafe to leave his busi
ness after closing. The victim, as he did 
every day, left the store in the early hours 
of the morning alone, and with the reputa
tion for having large sums of cash in his 
possession. The cafe was located in a high 
crime area. The victim was robbed and 
killed. The victim was facilitating violence 
by leaving his business alone at a time 
when no one could stop the c,ime. This 
victim did not take standard crime preven
tion measures and consequently placed 
himself in a vulnerable position. If the 
victim had hired Wells Fargo to pick up 
his cash at the end of the day he would not 
have been a target for robbery. He has a 
somewhat risky lifestyle because he oper
ates a late night restraurant in a high crime 
area. He is not engaged in criminal and/ 
or deviant behavior. But the victim indi
rectly encouraged interaction with the de
fendants by having large sums of cash with 
him without guardianship. 

4. The offender was under the influence
of alcohol. He attempted the robbe1y of a 
small discount store. The robbe1y took 
place at closing. The clerk was a woman 
and the only person in the store. The of
fender attempted a robbery with no 
weapon. After getting the money from the 
register the offender attempted to lock the 
victim in a storage room, but the clerk 
grabbed a knife from a sales rack and 
stabbed the offender several times. The 
offender took the knife from the woman 
and killed her with the weapon. The vic
tim encouraged the homicide by attempt
ing to subdue the offender. The victim was 
a law abiding person who advanced the 
homicide by her unnecessary risk taking. 
This can include a wide range of self-de
fense measures of victims including vie-
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tims of lesser crimes such as theft who 
elect to arm themselves and attack the 
criminal, hence prompting the offender to 
expand his or her actions. The clerk fa
cilitated her victimization. 

5. The offender entered a bar under the
influence of both drugs and alcohol. Once 
in the lounge he saw a man who owed him 
money. He confronted the man who ac
knowledged the debt, but the victim told 
the offender to "go fock yourself"; laughed 
at him and told him to get out before "I 
kick your ass." Eve1yone in the bar saw 
and heard the confrontation. The offender 
suffered public humiliation and an argu
ment began. The victim was shot by the 
offender and then the offender took money 
from the wallet of the victim. The offender 
had a history of violent behavior while 
under the influence of substances. He was 
also assumed to always be armed with a 
gun. This victim did not initiate the inter
action, he merely responded verbally to 
the offender's initiation, and was not in
volved in anything criminal or even devi
ant. He is not the aggressor in the interac
tion, does not commence the violence, or 
the interaction, but directed a degrogatory 
verbal remark and threat at the offender. 
The victim encouraged the behavior of the 
offender through a verbal threat to an in
dividual whom he knew would respond to 
the challenge violently. 

Victim precipitated homicides are most 
likely to occur when those involved know 
each other and are attuned to each other's 
personality. Tensions and mutual aggra
vations may reach the point where both 
personalities see reconciliation only 
through violence (Curtis 1974; Wolfgang 
1958 ). In a sense, this type of victim 
makes the greatest contribution to his or 
her own death. 

Cases one, two, three and four are simi
lar in that capable guardians were lack
ing. In case five it is feasible that the vic
tim wrongly assumed that there was a high 
level of guardianship in the bar. Only in 
case 5 were there witnesses, otherwise the 
reconstruction of the crime scene was 
based on the statement of the defendant 
and the crime scene evidence. In four 
( 1,2,4,5) of these cases the defense could 

have benefited from the presentation of 
victim precipitation in some form. Cases 
one and two are significantly different. 
The victim in case one was involved in a 
minor criminal act, rather than serious 
criminal behavior as is case two. Case 
three involves carelessness, but the vic
tim bears no responsibility for the crime. 
Case three has the least amount of victim 
precipitation . Of the five cases, case four 
has the highest level of victim precipita
tion. In cases four and five the idea of 
victim precipitation is weakened because 
neither of the victims was engaged in de
viant or criminal behavior. In case four 
the victim was guilty of the violation of 
formal norms dictating behavior in a par
ticular situation; in case five the norms the 
victim violated were informal. In descend
ing order of victim precipitation these 
cases would appear: 4,2, 1,5,3. 

We must stress that the offender is al
ways to blame for the murder, the victim 
is never to blame, however the causal se
quence behind some homicides begins 
with ce1tain actions the victim(s) initiates 
or encourages. Blame and cause should 
be kept separate. Homicide victims are 
not to be blamed for their violent deaths 
at the hands of another. On the other hand, 
a great deal of evidence suggests that in a 
large percentage of all cases of criminal 
homicide, the conduct of the victims ac
tually contributed to their deaths. Such 
contributions exist on a continuum from a 
direct causal action, such as a physical 
threat to lesser contributions such as tak
ing certain risks (Fattah 1991 ). Also be
ing involved in a criminal activity does not 
inherently represent victim precipitation, 
but on a continuum it is closer to victim 
precipitation than law abiding behavior. 

We have described the crimes in terms 
of the three constructs of victim precipi
tation and have not offered a level of vic
tim precipitation on each case. In that all 
crimes are different, this would serve no 
practical purpose and would ultimately be 
subjectively assigned and open to inter
pretation. Indeed, there is no way to ab
solute I y place these crimes within 
categorial levels of victim precipitation. 
These constructs should be seen as frames 
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with which to situate, discuss, and perhaps 
mitigate penalities for a particular crime. 

Discussion 
We have suggested victim precipitation 

as an appropriate classifacitory scheme to 
facilitate defense/mitigation in some cases. 
The legal basis for presenting this socio
logical knowledge during the guilt phase 
of the trial is that it demonstrates "a de
gree of guilt" rather than mitigation. Dur
ing the penalty phase of a capital murder 
trail its legal appropriateness has already 
been established. 

There is growing evidence that many 
homicide victims precipitate their own 
deaths (Mann 1996; Miethe and McCorkle 
1998; Sobol 1997; Wolfgang 1958). In 
many cases it is not possible to accurately 
deduce the level of victim precipitation. 
Most homicides are an outcome of action 
and responses by both parties and not 
merely those of the subsequent killer. The 
reconstruction of the event is difficult be
cause doing so requires intimate knowl
edge of the interaction before the killing 
took place. Unless there are witnesses, 
the defendant is the only source of infor
mation regarding the immediate interac
tion which led to the crime. 

There are a number of practical prob
lems which emanate from the use of the 
concept of victim precipitation, the most 
significant of which is the offensive view 
that it may convey to the juror. However, 
it is the most useful guide with which to 
examine the interaction between offend
ers and victims (Polk 1997). Experts 
should develop such a focus first for un
derstanding the homicide and subse
quently for use at trial, if appropriate. 

Victim precipitation has been most suc
cessfully used in the battered woman's 
defense strategy. This defense requires 
gathering data from a broad sample of in
dividuals who have knowledge of the of
fender/victim relationship, in order to re
construct the event. Ironically, this data 
will usually reveal that the victim has j us
tified his history of battering with his own 
version of victim precipitation. The first 
author has worked on two cases of homi
cide in which husbands have murdered 

their wives. Each gave accounts of vic
tim precipitation; neither argument was 
persuasive. Both experience as an expert 
and the literature suggest that batters al
most always cite provocation (Jenkins 
1996; Westervelt 1998). 

The sociological character of criminal 
acts emanates from the fact that they in
volve interaction between human beings. 
Criminologists should be interested in 
more than just the motivation of the of
fenders or the actions of the victims, al
though these are important ingredients to 
any violent crime. 

Criminologists should attempt to distin
guish between a victim's responsibility for 
crime prevention and the offender's re
sponsibility for crime commission. 

In this paper we have presented another 
tool for use in mitigation. Whether or not 
it is good mitigation can only be confiimed 
by its usefulness in court. In the penalty 
phase all twelve jurors must vote for death 
if the defendant is to receive this ultimate 
sentence. If one juror of twelve is per
suaded by expert testimony and subse
quently refuses to vote for a death penalty 
then it was useful. 

When hired as an expert in a capital case 
it may be several years before the case gets 
to trail, indeed many never get to trial. 
Among the other experts and attomeys, the 
sociologist has the most interaction with 
the family. During the course of this work 
the expert/sociologist comes to know the 
defendant and his or her family very well. 
Success renders an embrace from a mother 
who thanks you because her son will not 
be executed. Failure means another kind 
of meeting. This is not an academic exer
cise. 
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Notes 
1 In some states the convicted offender 

may chose sentence by jury or judge. 
2 Although intentionality is part of the 

legal definition of the charge of homicide, 
the concept is subjectively applied in many 
cases. Intent is a subjective mental ele
ment of a crime. Lack of intentionality is 
always part of the defense strategy. The 
first degree ( capital) homicide statute in 
Louisiana states the offender must have 
specific intent to kill and or to inflict great 
bodily ham1 while engaged in certain pro
hibited activities. Specific criminal intent 
is that state of mind which exists when the 
circumstances indicate that the offender 
actively desired the prescribed criminal 
consequences to follow his act or his fail
ure to act (West 1998). 
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Gang Subcultures and Prison Gangs of Female Youth 

Rebecca D. Petersen, University of Texas at San Antonio 

Abstract 

Inmate violence, disruptions and problems recently have been attributed to the rise of 
prison gangs. While some research has investigated this phenomenon, studies of fe
male inmates, especially the juvenile population, have been largely ignored. This study 
examines the role of female gangs and subcultures by giving detailed, firsthand accounts 
from thirty-four young incarcerated women. The models used for the analysis include 
both the importation and deprivatiuon views of prison subculture development. Results 
include interpretations of the nature and extent of prison gangs, gang recruitment, prison 
gang problems and friendship patterns based on gang alliances. Findings support both 
subculture models depending upon the contextual question. 

Both in media and public discourse, 
prison gangs have evoked negative reac
tions. They are viewed as disruptive and 
violent. For more than two decades, the 
proliferation of gangs in prison has dis
rupted many American correctional insti
tutions (Fong, Vogel & Buentello 1996) 
with prison gangs regarded as a major 
source of violence and other correctional 
problems. A comprehensive study con
ducted by Camp & Camp (1985) identi
fied the presence of 114 male prison gangs 
nationwide with a total membership of 
12,634 in 33 adult prison systems. While 
these prison gangs accounted for only 3 
percent of the country's adult male prison 
population, they have been found respon
sible for over 50 percent of prison man
agement problems (Fong, Vogel & 
Buentello 1996). A study conducted by 
the American Correctional Association 
( 1993) found similar results. They con
cluded that prison gang members ac
counted for 6 percent of the prison popu
lation and were responsible for approxi
mately 20 percent of violent incidences 
toward prison staff and 40 percent toward 
other prisoners. 

In spite of prison gangs receiving more 
attention and being partly responsible for 
inmate problems, little research has been 
directed toward gangs in p1ison Further
more, to date there has been no compre
hensive study looking at prison gangs in 
state juvenile facilities for either males or 
females. 

How gang involvement may influence 
the processes of prison subcultural <level-

opment for females is unknown. While 
gang involvement in women's prisons may 
be viewed as the product of importation, 
that is, females in gangs before incarcera
tion continuing their gang affiliation while 
incarcerated, it may also be the result of 
deprivation, i.e., gangs forming to com
pensate for the lack of close-knit peer 
groups or for protection, just as in male 
institutions. It also may be that gangs de
velop due to a combination of both rea
sons. Regardless of origin, a primary as
sumption is that gang membership in 
prison provides opportunities for achiev
ing power, feeling protected and acquir
ing a vast array of comforts to make the 
prison stay more tolerable. 

This study attempts to fill the void of 
both subcultural and prison gang research 
by examining the role gangs play in in
mate subcultures of female adolescents, in 
particular, one juvenile correctional facil
ity located in the Southwest. The ques
tions of deprivation and importation are 
examined in the context of adaptation to 
incarceration while specifically looking at 
the role of gangs. This research examines 
to what extent gangs account for how ado
lescent females react and adapt to impris
onment using the deprivation and impor
tation models. These concepts are mea
sured through in-depth analysis with thirty
four young women to examine individual 
and collective responses on reactions to 
confinement and gang life. 
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Policy and Inmate Subcultures 
Unfortunately, policymakers have imple

mented correctional policies without a 
clear understanding of how gangs impact 
the correctional experience. Further, 
policy is best informed by those closest to 
the problem (Petersen 2000; 1995) and as 
such, why listening to and understanding 
these young women is of particular sig
nificance. 

Some literature has concerned itself with 
the question of whether gangs are imported 
into prisons or are an outgrowth of the 
deprivations of prison life. For example, 
McConville ( 1985) seems to suggest the 
latter is more prominent with mandatory 
minimum prison sentences a major factor 
contributing to gangs in prison. However, 
the recent growth of prison gangs may be 
the result of more individuals sentenced 
to prison who are gang members and as 
such, importation would also be a factor. 

The increase of female gang involve
ment has most likely influenced inmate 
subcultures by altering the dynamics of 
power and status. With the increase in 
girls' participation in gangs, what they 
import into the institution and their vari
able effect on inmate subcultures are ex
tremely important issues. The present re
search investigates how the values and 
norms of incarcerated gang girls may af
fect the values and no1ms of inmates who 
are not affiliated with gangs. Currently, 
no research in the literature exists involv
ing juveniles detained in con-ectional fa
cilities exclusively regarding the issue of 
gangs. There are also no repo11ed studies 
of girls and gangs lodged within the net
work of inmate subcultures. How female 
gang involvement and affiliation represent 
the processes of importation or depriva
tion is unknown. 

Importation and Deprivation: Female 
subcultures and gangs 

The most popular belief in the existence 
of prison gangs can be attributed to im
portation. This perspective asserts that the 
inmate's social world is shaped by per
sonal and social characteristics imported 
into prison (Irwin, Cressey 1962) with 
gangs in prison one result of such pro-

cesses. Importation would suggest that 
gangs in prison are a result of individuals 
bringing their gangs into the prison. For 
example, if an individual is part of a street 
gang prior to incarceration, s/he may bring 
this mentality and behavior into the prison 
culture. How s/he adapts to the incarcera
tion experience would be, in part, shaped 
by his/her prior gang affiliation. They may 
see prison life as an opportunity for ex
tending their hometown gang. 

Conversely, a polarized perspective on 
the existence of prison gangs is that of 
deprivation. This model argues that since 
the social world of inmates is shaped by a 
variety of prison deprivations (Clemmer 
1940), gangs in prison may be the result 
of"easing the pains of imp1isonment" es
pecially if faced with a lengthy prison sen
tence (Mcconville 1985). Deprivation 
would view that individuals are deprived 
of, for example, companionship, status, 
power or protection and would form or 
join a gang to compensate for such losses. 
Inmates may find it necessary to form into 
groups for self-protection, power and/or 
dominance with such groups often devel
oping into "prison gangs." These prison 
gangs are seen as notorious for incidences 
of violence, threats, intimidation and other 
types of disruption within the prison 
m.ileau.

It is, however, also possible that prison
gangs develop for a combination of both 
deprivation and importation reasons, 
something previous literature on subcul
tures has not adequately addressed. 
Matthews ( I 999) contends that an impor
tant relationship exists between the social 
and cultural backgrounds of those who 
enter prison and that such backgrounds 
provide a framework for understanding the 
ways in which the pains of imprisonment 
are experienced. In fact, both the impor
tation and deprivation models could be 
intertwined to better understand gang de
velopment in prison. For instance, gang 
subcultures on the outside can be impo1ted 
to the institution via values, cul hire, nonns, 
symbols, and language. Moreover, since 
youth are deprived of intimate peer rela
tionships, they may join a gang or con
tinue affiliation to compensate for their 
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lack of intimacy, power, leadership, or 
even as a method of survival. These as
sertions can be applied to the understand
ing of gangs in prison. Clearly, the lack 
of knowledge and understanding of the 
world of female gangs lodged within the 
inmate social system merits serious exami
nation. 

Prior research on both female adult and 
juvenile subcultures is scant, at best, es
pecially when compared to studies of male 
prisons (see Ward, Kassebaum 1965; 
Giallombardo 1966; 1974; Heffernan 
1972). These and other investigations of 
female inmate subcultures often have been 
based on gender stereotypes with a preoc
cupation of sexual relations, in particular, 
homosexuality, and the role of pseudo
family relationships (Otis 1913; Ford 
1929; Selling 1931; Kosofsky, Ellis 1958; 
Halleck, Hersko 1962; Ward, Kassebaum 
1965; Konopka 1966; Giallombardo 
197 4; Carter 1981; Propper 1981 ). While 
incarcerated young women may be in
volved in homosexual relationships and 
may form pseudo-families, our knowledge 
of inmate subcultures offemale youth vir
tually stops there. Furthermore, the few 
studies exclusively focused on inmate sub
cultures of female adolescents have pro
duced mixed results as to which model 
explains subculture development accu
rately (Giallombardo 1974; Propper 1981; 
Carter 1981; Arnold 1994 ). It is, there
fore, unclear as to the methods of how fe
males adapt to incarceration, i.e., impor
tation and/or deprivation, and how prior 
gang affiliation may account for their ad
aptation. 

There are generally three types of ways 
females are involved or affiliated with 
gangs: (I) membership in an independent, 
all-female gang, (2) regular membership 
in a male or mixed-gender gang, and (3) 
female auxiliaries of male gangs. Re
search has overwhelmingly found the aux
iliary roles most common ( for example , 
Bowker 1978; Brown 1977; Campbell 
1984; Flowers 1987; Hanson 1964; Miller 
1975; 1980). These girls often are identi
fied as girlfriends, friends, sisters or cous
ins of male gang members with their role 
in the gang minimal, i.e., carrying weap-

ons, driving the get-a-way car, pa1iying 
with the male gang members. It has been 
suggested that female gang membership 
has been increasing steadily in all the 
above categories, but this is far from cer
tain and research has not concretely sub
stantiated such claims. As such, consid
erable ignorance exists concerning the role 
of females and gangs, especially relating 
to the impact of such gang affiliation on 
imprisonment. 

Since more young women are being in
carcerated every year accompanied by 
changes in gender roles, it is critical to 
explore how the various dimensions of 
social life affect inmate subculture forma
tion. Because the perspective that gang 
research literature has about girl gang 
membership may no longer by accurate 
given contemporary conditions, it is im
portant to understand the importation view 
of gang culture into the prison experience. 
It has been speculated that incarcerated 
gang members are often versions of their 
hometown gangs who merely have been 
regrouped in prison. What type of effect 
this has on subculture formation and in
mate adaptation of young female inmates 
needs closer examination. 

The goal of this study is to add to the 
understanding of the dynamics of gang 
affiliation among females relating to in
mate subcultures. Specifically, I examine 
(I) whether the youth were involved with
gangs before incarceration, (2) if they con
tinued their gang affiliation while commit
ted, (3) the impact of gang affiliation on
subculture fom1ation, and (4) if girls who
were not in gangs before commitment de
cided to join while imprisoned and why.

Methodology 
Given the state of the prior research and 

literature on this topic, the goal is not spe
cifically hypothesis-testing. However, my 
reading of the literature on the role of fe
males and gangs and on the importation 
and deprivation models in male prisons 
leads me to suggest some patterns I would 
expect to find. Specifically, the gang lit
erature suggests that gangs play a lesser 
role for females than for males and the 
prison literature suggests that females feel 
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the pains of family/role deprivation more 
than males. Thus, this would imply that 
the deprivation model may be more suit
able in explaining the dynamics of gangs 
for incarcerated young women. 

The intent of this study is not to produce 
a quantitative, statistical account. Rather, 
it is an exploratory study (Creswell 1994) 
designed to build constructed descriptions 
and interpretations of social events by the 
young women themselves. The findings 
of this study, based solely on the interview 
responses, are to be understood through 
Verstehen, that is, empathetic understand
ing and meaning (Weber 1949) which un
derscores the importance of the context of 
the girls' lives. This study is meant to add 
a holistic understanding to the role of sub
cultures and gangs in a juvenile correc
tional facility. Inferences regarding the 
impact of incarceration on gang member
ship cannot be universally generalized. 
However, it is hoped that through this type 
of methodology, the role of subcultures 
and gangs can be well-understood, espe
cially pertaining to correctional and pub
lic policy. 

The interview model used in this re
search most closely relates to the interpre
tive approach toward social knowledge 
and meaning. Interviews framed for these 
purposes result in one-to-one casual con
versations with the interviewer listening 
closely to the context of what is being said. 
The interviewee is treated as a conversa
tional partner rather than an object of re
search (Rubin, Rubin 1995). The inter
view is very much like an ordinary con
versation, but with more depth and detail. 
Kahn & Cannell (1957:49) describe in
depth interviewing as "a conversation with 
a purpose." 

All accounts must be interpreted in tenns 
of the context in which they were pro
duced. According to Hammersley & 
Atkinson ( 1983: 126), "Interview data, like 
any other, must be interpreted against the 
background of the context in which they 
were produced." Interpretations of mean
ings are made by the social actors, in this 
case, adolescent females, and by the re
searcher as well as by the audience read
ing the final study. 

Method and Setting 
Establishing rapport with subjects is cru

cial for this type of study. Rapport en
hances the researcher's ability to convey 
empathy and understanding without judg
ment, to elicit more truthful responses, and 
to build detailed answers to questions. In
carcerated young women may feel inti
mated that an adult stranger, whom they 
may perceive negatively as an "authori
tarian figure" or an "intruder" in their lives, 
is asking them personal questions while 
they are incarcerated. Therefore, it is im
portant to underscore the importance of 
rapport in this study. 

It should be noted that since I was a vol
unteer at the institution for approximately 
six months before the study commenced, 
many of the girls and I had established 
good rapport, and I believe a certain 
amount of trust already existed. Volun
teers are usually perceived differently than 
correctional staff and are often thought of 
as wanting to help a population without 
monetary compensation or a particular 
political agenda. It was hoped that the 
young women recognized and respected 
this attribute. Furthennore, after some 
youth were interviewed, it was assumed 
that other youth would ask them about 
their experience and about the researcher 
and that this would help to alleviate po
tential suspicions. In addition each youth 
was awarded a certificate of appreciation 
for participation in the study. 

Since in-depth, unstructured interviews 
are the method used for this research, tak
ing notes while conducting the interview 
would limit the ability of recording ver
batim responses. Moreover, note taking 
can prove disruptive with the interviewee 
becoming self-conscious about what is 
being written down. Taking notes also 
minimizes the infom1al nature of the un
structured interview and diminishes eye 
contact and interactive conversations. Re
cording interviews increases the validity 
of data collection, which is systematically 
transcribed at a later time, allowing the in
terviewer to be more attentive to each re
spondent. It was, therefore, essential to 
use a tape recorder during the interview. 
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Instead of assigning pseudo-names, each 
participant in the study has been given an 
identifying number, i.e., Youth #14, to or
ganize data analysis and to examine dif
ferences and similarities among perspec
tives. Since this research is prima1ily a 
qualitative study, numeric accounts and 
frequencies of perspectives are not calcu
lated quantitatively, with the exception of 
descriptive demographic information. 
Rather, categorized responses of thirty
four youth are collectively enumerated 
through qualitative descriptions based 
upon the following frequency continuum: 
none, one, a few, some, several, about half, 
over half, many, the majority, most, nearly 
all and all. Arranging responses using this 
method of analysis permits further under
standing of their perspectives both collec
tively and individually. 

The research took place at a juvenile 
correctional institution in the Southwest, 
henceforth referred to as SWI 1 . By law,
if organizations receive federal subsidies, 
parental/guardian consent is required to 
study minors. As such, parental consent 
was needed for this study. According to 
the supervisory staff at SWI, the best and 
most common way they reach parents/ 
guardians was through the mail since many 
of the youth's parents/ guardians did not 
have working telephones. As such, let
ters were sent to each parent/guardian dur
ing a seven-month timeframe, from July 
1996 to January 1997. One-hundred-three 
young women were incarcerated at some 
point during this study period. 

A self-addressed stamped-envelope to 
the researcher was included in the letter 
to increase the response rate. If a response 
or a signed parental consent fom1 was not 
received within three weeks, a follow-up 
letter was sent. Of the total 103 letters 
mailed, four notices from the youths' par
ents were received indicating that they did 
not want their daughter to participate in 
the study. A total of thirty-six signed pa
rental consent forms were returned. Two 
of these youth had been incarcerated less 
than a month and were dropped from the 
study2

• All thirty-four remaining girls
were asked to participate in the study. All
thirty-four agreed to participate which

constitutes the total sample number of 
youth's interviewed3

• The time length of
the interview varied with each individual 
but ranged from forty-five minutes to over 
four hours with the average length of time 
approximately ninety minutes. 

One final note on parental consent 
should be mentioned. Thirty-three percent 
of the girls incarcerated during the study 
time-frame were interviewed. I did not 
find it too surprising that over 60 percent 
of the parents/guardians did not sign and 
return the consent fom1. First, other re
search has shown that response rates for 
mailings, especially when the subject mat
ter is sensitive and when the subject is a 
minor, are low and tend to fall between 10 
to 50 percent (see Esbensen, Miller, Tay
lor et al. 1999; Kearney, Hopkins, Mauss 
et al. 1983; Miller 1991; Moberg, Piper 
1990; Neuman, Wiegand 2000; Severson, 
Ary 1983 ). Unfortunately, since parental 
consent results in lower response rates, this 
invariably carries over to reduced sample 
sizes which not only increases the prob
ability of subject selection bias but limits 
the validity and generalizability of study 
results (Hollmann, McNamara 1999). 
Second, I would speculate that many of 
these parents/guardians were suspect of an 
unknown "outside researcher" not directly 
connected to the correctional facility to 
possibly interview their child about per
sonal issues. Finally, I would also con
tend that parents/guardians would not want 
a person to pry further into their child's 
life by asking a serious of sensitive ques
tions. As such, it is difficult to estimate 
the effect of such nonresponses to this 
study's overall findings. 

Data Analysis 
Central to the analysis is gang importa

tion into the institution, how this influ
enced subculture formation, and if girls 
joined gangs or continued gang involve
ment for either importation and/or depri
vation reasons. The issue of gangs is ad
dressed in themes according to perceptions 
of gangs, the extent of gang activity at 
SWI, if girls in gangs try to recruit non
gang inmates into their gang and the ex
tent to which the latter is accomplished all 
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within the framework of inmate subcul
tures. To keep the study and analysis fo
cused, the analysis highlights only those 
issues that pertain to inmate subcultures. 

Demographic Information 
Of special importance in giving mean

ing and shaping interpretation of the girls' 
voices is to profile some demographic in
formation, i.e., age, race, length of dispo
sition, total time served at interview, and 
previous geographical residence. Such de
scriptive information aids in understand
ing the perspectives of youth. Since this 
researcher was not allowed access to court 
or other official records, all data and in
formation collected here are gleaned from 
the youths themselves4

• 

At SWI youth can be committed up un
til the age of eighteen. Table 1 illustrates 
the average age of the youth was 15.4 years 
with the range from thirteen to seventeen. 
Only one youth in the study was younger 
than fourteen. Table 1 indicates the 
ethnicity of each individual. Fifty-percent 
of the youth were white, followed by His
panics (23.5%). The state in which the 
youth were confined is predominately 
white, with the largest minority popula
tion Hispanic. Hence, these findings tend 
to mirror the general population. 

The length of institutionalization has 
been found to be related to the fom1ation 
of inmate subcultures. The table notes the 
average length of incarceration was ap
proximately nine months with the range 
from three months to over thirteen. For 
most of the young women, this was their 

first time sentenced to SWI. However, 
four indicated that they had been incar
cerated at least one time before the study 
took place: two indicated that this was their 
second time at SWI; one said that this was 
her third time; and one expressed that this 
was her fourth time. 5 To understand more 
clearly how the duration of incarceration 
affects subcultures, the table shows at what 
time during the sentence the youth were 
interviewed. As illustrated, over fifty per
cent of the youth were interviewed within 
six months of their initial incarceration. 
Since the average length of sentence was 
around nine months, these findings are not 
surprising. Finally, Table I also indicates 
the youth's geographic residence prior to 
incarceration. Urban cities are measured 
by a population of at least 500,000 people. 
Suburbs and mral towns in the state are 
also included. Small cities included in the 
analysis are areas with approximately 
40,000 residents. These findings suggest 
that a large number of youth previously 
resided in urban areas. 

Previous studies profiling females in 
prison (American Correctional Associa
tion 1990; Glick, Neto 1977) have found 
similar demographic characteristics, espe
cially age and race. However. my study 
fu1ther explores the geographic location 
of residence before incarceration. 

Gangs at SWI 
Analysis of the interview transcripts 

soon made it clear that a major factor in 
the girls' pre-p1ison experiences was their 
prior involvement with gangs. Gang af-

Table 1: Demographic Information (n=34) 

Age 13 14 15 16 17 X 
I (3%) 8 (23.5%) 9 (26.5%) 8 (23.5%) 8 (23.5%) 15.4 

Ethnicity White Hispanic Af.Amer. Native Am. Asian 
17 (50%) 8 (23.5%) 4 (12%) 4 (12%) I (2.5%) 

Length of 3-4 mos. 6-9 mos. 11-12 mos. 13+ mos. X 
Disposition 7 (22%) 15 (44%) 9 (26%) 3 (8%) 8.7 

Total Time Served 1-3 mos. 4-6 mos. 7-9 mos. 10+ mos. X 
at Interview 12 (35%) 12 (35%) 6 (18%) 4 (12%) 5.4 

Area of Residence Urban Suburban Rural Small City 
22 (64%) 6 (18%) 2 (6%) 4 (12%) 
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filiation was evident among this group of 
girls with twenty-two of the thirty-four 
girls indicating that they were involved in 
gangs6 before incarceration. In some 
ways, this seemed to imply that importa
tion, not deprivation, would be a major 
factor in the development subcultures. 
However, not all thirty-four girls were 
members of gangs prior to incarceration. 
Also, the extent to which subcultures 
formed in p1ison based on such gang alli
ances was further questioned by those 
young women affiliated with gangs as well 
as by those not involved with gangs. 
Claiming gangs 

When a young woman first enters the 
cottage at SWI, one of the first things that 
is asked by her peers is, "Where are you 
from?" As one non gang member noted, 
"I said that I was from [A City]. But that's 
not what they meant" (Youth #6 ). What 
the girls mean when they ask this crucial 
question is, "What gang do you claim?" 
not which part of the state one is from. 
One youth stated that "When they [the 
girls] first come in [to SWI], most of the 
girls let it be known that they are in a cer
tain gang or not in a certain gang" (Youth 
#10). Moreover, Youth #4 who is associ
ated with a gang stated that "people asked 
me when I first got here if l was from a 
gang and I said 'no'. But then they asked 
me who l 'kicked-back' with, then I told 
them." 

Some girls continued claiming their gang 
at SWI while others do not. As illustrated 
by Youth #3, "l told them [peers at SWl] I 
am affiliated with it [gang] but that I stay 
away from it because it's not what l want 
to do with my life." On the other hand, 
some still identify with and claim their 
gang throughout their incarceration be
cause, as illustrated by one youth not in
volved with gangs, "I think a lot of the 
girls here want out of their gangs but are 
afraid of being alone when they do leave 
here. A lot of the girls need something 
here to help them out and make them feel 
wanted" (Youth #22 ). Claiming the gang 
may not tem1inate inside the institution, 
although, their desire to get out of the gang 
may subside. 

These findings seem to suggest that im-

portation may be a factor in inmate sub
culture fom1ation in that the girls who are 
affiliated with gangs bring this identity into 
the institution. At face, the youth still seem 
interested in knowing who is or is not a 
gang member and some still claim their 
gang, which can be interpreted as part of 
the importation model. 

Based on these perspectives, there ap
pears to be four major reasons why prison 
gang subcultures are not pervasive at SWI. 
First, many youth affiliated with gangs "do 
not want to be a pa11 of the gang anymore" 
(Youth #4). Another young woman sug
gested that, "I'm trying to get out of it 
[gang]. I'm really not into it as much as I 
was. I am getting out, slowly but surely" 
(Youth # 19). Based on the interviews, 
nearly all the girls involved with gangs did 
not want to be part of their gang anymore 
and their desire subsided before entering 
SWI. As Youth #22 illustrated, "A lot of 
the girls try to get out of their gangs in 
here, try to leave them ... when they walked 
in the door, leave them there and not pick 
them up when they leave." Another young 
woman involved with a gang wanted to 
get jumped into her gang after release from 
SWI but was having second thoughts: 
"The way I see it is a way of getting into 
more trouble." (Youth #20). Accordingly, 
getting jumped into a gang would mean 
more involvement with other gang mem
bers and thus, more trouble. Still another 
youth articulated that "I quit caring about 
the gang life. Besides, everybody was get
ting locked up" (Youth #1). Youth #4 
mentioned that she started to lessen her 
involvement with the gang before corning 
to SWI because "it got stupid to me. l 
stopped claiming [the gang] 'cause I 
thought the gang groups was starting to 
get stupid." 

Second, girls affiliated with gangs knew 
that they would be further sanctioned if 
indications of gang involvement were 
present and visible, i.e., claiming their 
gang, throwing gang signs and talking 
about their gang. One youth pointed out 
the dangers of gangs at SWI: "I never 
throw up my gang sign at the institution 
·cause I know you'd get in trouble. Not
only that, but because your gang member
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friends aren't in here with you so, they [ri
val gang members] can throw it back at 
you" (Youth #8 ). A third and related rea
son is that the SWI administration and staff 
discourages these activities and rules pro
hibit such behavior. For example, SWI 
attempts to restrict gangs through forbid
ding gang signs and requiring girls to wear 
only certain colors. To illustrate, the girls 
wear light colored t-shirts, sweatshirts, 
sweatpants, shorts and identical state-blue 
jeans. Youth# IO indicated that "that's why 
we have these peach and yellow shirts 
'cause they are so far off from being gang
related [ colors]." Similarly, Youth #30 
said that , "You can't wear red or blue here. 
You can't have nothin' here red or blue. 
You can't even have toothbrushes red or 
blue." Similarly, another youth added that, 
"you can't even have a blue toothbrush in 
here. That's how bad it is. When God 
made colors, I'm sure He didn't have in 
mind that it was going to belong to a gang" 
(Youth #9). The issue of gangs at SWI 
has, in pa11, influenced correctional poli
cies by placing additional restrictions on 
the dress code and having other rules to 
curtail gangs. 

A fourth reason for the lack of core, 
prison gang subcultures at SWI is there 
exists an absence of protection or a de
fined "turf' in such small living quarters. 
Some youth involved with gangs may be 
used to a defined turf on the streets. This 
is related to the final reason why gangs at 
SWI are not rampant. Since no gang ter
ritory at SWI apparently exists, each youth 
is forced into the same territorial area. 
They have no choice but to do their time 
with other surrounding peers and gang life 
may be further minimized by personal re
lationships, many of which are non-vol
untary. As such, the minimal presence of 
gangs in prison may be related to struc
tural and ecological factors in the institu
tion downplaying the effect of both im
portation and deprivation. 
Recruitment at SWJ 

One major question this research in
tended to address was the issue of gang 
recruitment at SWI. Do girls affiliated 
with gangs try to recruit others into their 
gang, whether this be a young woman not 

part of a gang or an individual already as
sociated with another gang? By and large, 
the answer to this was "no." In the words 
of Youth #20, "they [gang members at 
SWI] just mind their own business." In 
fact, as illustrated previously, several 
young women in gangs were either slowly 
getting out of them before institutionaliza
tion or realized that "my gang only got me 
here" (Youth #I). Therefore, recruiting 
others into a gang appeared to be mini
mal, at best. 

Youth # 8, affiliated with a gang, men
tioned that, "There's pressure to join a 
gang [ on the outside], but there's no pres
sure in here. The ones that are not [part 
of gangs] don't want to join one." A young 
woman not involved in gangs explained 
that, "They [girls in gangs] don't want to 
talk about getting nobody in it. Pretty 
much, they talk about getting out" (Youth 
#24). Still another young woman not in
volved with gangs illuminated that being 
in a gang is synonymous with violence and 
drugs: "I didn't want to be physically in
volved in drugs. I didn't want to have to 
carry a gun and look behind my shoulder 
every ten seconds. That's not my idea of 
fun. That's basically how gang life is: do 
or die" (Youth #7). Furthermore, there 
are dangers of trying to recruit others into 
a gang at SWI as illustrated by Youth #26: 
"People really don't try to recruit gang 
members here 'cause they might end up 
staying longer." Apparently, there may be 
sanctions by the institution for trying to 
recmit gang members and hence, this ac
tivity is largely avoided by the young 
women. 

From the various interview responses of 
both girls affiliated with gangs and those 
not, it does not appear that gang members 
try to recruit others into their respective 
gang. Those who are part of gangs do not 
try to recruit others into their gang, and 
those who are not part of gangs do not want 
to become associated with gangs or gang 
members. In fact of those young women 
not affiliated with gangs prior to incarcera
tion, none joined a gang while at SWI. As 
to how girls in gangs initially became in
volved on the outside and how this could 
affect impo11ation, most were not actively 
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recruited into their gang as they seemed 
to slowly "fall into" the gang lifestyle. 

The same can be said to occur at SWI, 
as the girls involved with gangs do not 
actively recruit non-gang members and 
thus, is an illustration of impo1iation. To 
further demonstrate this asse1iion, the girls 
not part of gangs often believed that a gang 
was nothing but a bunch of scoundrels. To 
illustrate, Youth #19 said that, "[A gang] 
is a bunch of whimps that can't fight for 
themselves, so they have to have a whole 
bunch of people do it for them." This view 
was further illustrated by Youth #20: 
"[ Joining a gang] is trying to take the easy 
way out. It's a cop-out for life and it's not 
gonna get you anywhere." Youth #6 also 
believed that gangs were "a bunch of stu
pid people who go out making their own 
[family and friends] in the wrong ways. 
They're out to prove something and 
they're out to have others supposedly love 
them and have their backing on every
thing." Youth #28 suggested that "there's 
some reasons why people do join gangs 
'cause they didn't get the acceptance in 
their family and they didn't get the love in 
their family, that's understandable. But 
there's other ways to get that [besides be
ing in a gang]. You don't need to go out 
killing people." Youth #25 said "I don't 
like gangs. I don't have nothin' to do with 
them .. .! think there is no point to them." 

Thus, the young women imported these 
views into the institution which can be said 
to be a major reason they would not join a 
gang if they were approached with the situ
ation in prison. Youth #5, a gang mem
ber, suggested that "The [girls] that are not 
[in gangs] don't want to join one" either 
in prison or when they are released from 
prison. In this context of importation, 
there would be no reason why non-gang 
girls would join a gang while incarcerated. 
A notable question would be, why would 
they join? For those involved with gangs, 
the prison mileau is completely different 
than what they are used to in the "real"' 
world. These above reasons tend to sug
gest that deprivation is not the active fac
tor in subculture formation and that in re
gards to gang recruitment, importation has 
some explanatory power. 

Gangs as Problems at SW! 
Some youth thought gangs were prob

lematic 7 to institutional life but most did 
not. Furthermore, their opinions did not 
appear to be formed based on gang mem
bership. In other words,just as many gang 
girls and non-gang girls thought that gangs 
were problematic or not problematic at the 
institution. 

The girls who viewed gangs at SWI as 
causing many problems gave various rea
sons. For example, Youth #24 said that, 
"Gangs are a really big thing in here. A 
lot of people will use their gang signs to 
get back at people, to put them down." 
One young woman affiliated with a West 
Side gang indicated that she purposefully 
avoids initial contact with rival gang mem
bers at SWI to avoid any type of conflict: 
"At the begim1ing when the new girls get 
here, I don't talk to them if they're from 
the South Side or from the North Side, 
especially from the North Side 'cause man, 
I don't get along with them or the South 
Side at all (Youth #3 ). More commonly, 
gangs appear to be problematic on an in
dividual-level. For example, "If two 
people get into an argument and it's over 
something stupid, they'll bring their gang 
into it...they'll throw their gang signs or 
claim their gang as better" (Youth # 19). 
As such, the girls may try to bring their 
gangs in for the feeling of being protected 
or backed-up while incarcerated, an ex
ample of importation. 

However, others thought that "gang stuff 
is not used a lot" and that "they usually 
keep their gangs to themselves." Many 
youth responded by saying that the girls 
who are part of gangs "leave it at the door." 
According to one gang member, "I think 
some of us [gang members] leave the gang 
stuff at the door. It's like, we 're in jail . 
What are we supposed to be fighting over? 
We don't have a street corner here, al
though, some girls think that they brought 
it in their pocket or something" (Youth 
#4 ). Youth #2, affiliated with the Crips, 
explained that, "In here, I get along with 
the Crips, Bloods and Brown Pride. Now, 
I've had some confrontations with other 
Bloods [ at SWI] but that was no problem." 
This process was reinforced by Youth #24 
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who suggested that, "People get along 
despite their gangs. It really don't mat
ter." Youth # 13 added that, "Gangs are 
an issue in here, but not an everyday one." 
Similarly, another youth said that, "Gangs 
are really not a problem here. Everybody 
hangs out with everybody" (Youth #15). 

These findings suggest that most young 
women, regardless of gang affiliation, did 
not see gangs as problematic to everyday, 
institutional living at SWI. However, 
some believed that gangs can cause trouble 
on a more micro-level, that is, between two 
or more people rather than at a macro
level, i.e., the institution. When asked if 
the gangs were a problem at SWI, most of 
the girls (both gang members and non gang 
members) indicated that gangs at SWI did 
not pose a serious problem and that the 
girls in gangs "pretty much keep it to them
selves." Exceptions to this were when a 
conflict arose between two or more girls 
and then they started claiming their gang 
or throwing their gang signs at each other, 
which can be said to be a product of im
portation as they brought this type of de
fense mechanism with them into the insti
tution. Sometimes, the conflicts were 
based on friendship alliances while other 
times, they were not. 
Friendships 

Friendships often form through some 
type of conunonality between two or more 
people. How friendships develop for the 
incarcerated young women and what form 
they take, especially in relation to gangs, 
was examined. One youth said that when 
she first arrived at SWI, she noticed that 
"two girls, one's a Blood and one's a Crip, 
are best friends. They're really, really 
good friends. And I know two others. 
One's a Crip, one's a Blood, and they're 
tight ... they're tight as anything. They 
don't care about the gangs" (Youth #4 ). 
It appears that even though two or more 
people are from rival gangs in the com
munity, they tend to often get along at 
SWI. It may also be the case that rival 
gang members become friends because 
they have a common bond of gang affilia
tion. For example, Youth #2 said "I see a 
lot of Crips talking to Bloods and a lot of 
Bloods talking to Clips and a lot of Bloods 

and Crips talking to the Mexican, Brown 
Pride gangs. It don't really matter in here. 
We really don't get into fights about it like 
we would on-the-outs." It appears that 
some girls in gangs click together even 
though they may be from different or even 
rival gangs, and as Youth #31 noted: "De
spite their gang differences on-the-outs, 
they come together real close." The young 
women seem to form some degree of 
friendships in spite of being from differ
ent or rival gangs and in spite of being of 
different races. Since the youth reside and 
work in small areas at SWI, they often 
f01m friendships based on whom they have 
regular contact with. 

Thus in these cases, importation does not 
appear to be a major factor in inmate sub
culture formation, particularly relating to 
gangs. This could be due, in part, to the 
fact that while incarcerated, they do not 
have much of a choice on whom to be
friend. Since the youth live in small liv
ing quarters, have three to four roonunates 
and work with other peers, they often are 
"thrown into" establishing some type of 
relationship with other peers. While many 
of the young women were affiliated with 
gangs before incarceration, this did not 
appear to have much impact on how they 
adapted to institutional life. They either 
wanted to quit the gang or their previous 
gang affiliation had little impact on the 
friendships that were made. Thus, the 
ways girls fom1ed friendships were based 
on easing the pains of imprisonment or the 
deprivation model. 
Treatment and Punishment 

This study proposed to briefly examine 
if the type of institution (i.e., treatment or 
punishment) would have any bearing on 
inmate subcultures, as gleaned from the 
voices of the young women. Opinions 
were mixed and some thought SWI prac
ticed both punishment and treatment ele
ments. However, overwhelmingly most 
believed that SWI was more interested in 
discipline rather than treatment and/or 
punishment. "I really don't see it [SWI] 
as punishment 'cause I see it more as dis
cipline" (Youth# 10). As a matter of fact, 
Youth# 19 indicated that, "I enjoy the dis
cipline here." By this, she alluded to the 
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strict schedule and structure at SWl some
thing previously not noted in her life. And 
another youth added that, "In here we learn 
how to be structured" (Youth #3). 

On the issue of treatment, Youth #3 sug
gested that "this is more of a treatment 
place than jail 'cause we do groups and 
stuff and gotta be positive." Another 
agreed and indicated that "this place is 
more like treatment, about issues that you 
have, if you like, have a drug problem and 
stuff like that" (Youth #33 ). Furthermore, 
one young woman suggested that the group 
sessions "make you think about what 
you've done that's wrong and how you can 
improve" (Youth #9). 

Still others believed that treatment was 
in the form of not only groups but also 
education, as the young women were re
quired to go to school several hours per 
day unless they received their GED. Oth
ers explained that SWI is treatment if one 
makes it out to be that way. To illustrate, 
"I feel it's a place ... if you want to have 
treatment and if you want to change your
self. The girls that don' t want to change 
themselves, it's not treatment at all. It's 
just a place to do your time" (Youth #32). 
Youth #24 agreed: "You get out of this 
place what you put into it, pretty much." 

Many viewed SWI as a place of punish
ment and a place to do time. To illustrate, 
Youth # 18 said that, "I think it's punish
ment being behind these walls, you know." 
Another young woman believed that "this 
is real punishment because having my free
dom is gone" (Youth #28 ). One young 
woman expressed that "I think it's a place 
of punishment 'cause you' re not able to 
go home and do what you want" (Youth 
#22). Another youth (Youth #27) de
scribed her thoughts on punishment in 
great detail: 

I think it '.s· punishment.for the crimes 
I have done in the past. But, I mean, 
when you do something wrong in here, 
you don't get punished. I mean, you 
get punished; you go to separation or 
something like that. But you don't get 
like. jive months added on. fou don't 
gel 100 much taken away from you 
11hen you do somelhing wrong And I 
think thal should happen. Thar way it 

might stop you f,-0,11 doing something 
wrong again. 

This particular individual believed if pun
ishment at SWI was implemented fully, it 
could possibly act as a deten-ent to future 
misbehavior. 

Another youth described that, "I feel it's 
punishment...we get absolutely no treat
ment here. So, 1 basically feel like our 
line-movements is more important than 
our learning how to stay off drugs and get
ting our act together and figuring out what 
we want to do with our lives" (Youth #4 ). 
As such, this particular individual believed 
that treatment was virtually non-existent 
at SWI and that the institution stressed 
other issues which were not treatment-ori
ented. Similarly, Youth #7 suggested that, 
"l think it's more punishment and it all 
revolves around punishment. We have a 
point-system here and they tally down 
mostly the bad things you do, but not the 
good things." And Youth #34 suggested 
that, "I look at this place sometimes and 
'we' re treatment' and I just laugh. 1 mean, 
I' ve only talked to a psychologist once 
since I' ve been here [five months]." 

From the voices of the youth, it appears 
that SWI has both treatment and punish
ment elements with variations based on 
individual responses. However, many 
young women indicated that SWl is a place 
of discipline, rather than punishment, and 
that it does offer some programs and treat
ment services. Accordingly, whether or 
not SWI was treatment or punishment de
pended upon the attitude of the individual 
and what she made of the incarceration ex
perience. As such, views were individu
alized depending upon the perspective of 
each inmate. I did not find any congruent 
perspectives on this issue. 

Subculture Formation at SWI 

The inmate subculture at SWI that does 
exist may be explained by the time spent 
at SW! (with an average of nine months), 
which may not be long enough for distinct, 
intense and different subcultures to de
velop. At the time of the interviews, the 
young women had been incarcerated for 
an average of 5.4 months. Wheeler ( 1961) 
notes that when inmates become aware of 
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their imminent release, their reference 
group orientation shifts from within the 
walls to outside of the walls. This antici
patory socialization illustrates that the 
youth may not need to make as many ad
justments or compensations to prison life 
knowing that they will soon be released 
which appears to be the case for many 
young women at SWI. 

Since most studies of prison gangs have 
been based on adult males, whose sen
tences are generally longer, prison gangs 
for young, female inmates may not be 
omnipresent. These young women may 
not be sentenced Jong enough to feel as if 
they need to join or form a gang and thus, 
the deprivation model may not be suitable 
for this particular phenomenon. 

It seems as if many youth view SWI as a 
place of discipline and not necessarily 
treatment or punishment. On a custody
treatment continuum, SWI leans toward 
treatment in the types of services actually 
provided. Many hours are spent in group 
sessions, thereby employing a type of 
"therapeutic conununity" within the insti
tution. Therefore, both the amount of time 
spent in the institution and the level of 
custody-treatment influence the extent of 
inmate subcultures. In this study, the av
erage sentence length was nine months. As 
such, both the minimal time spent at the 
institution and the "treatment" character
istics of the institution may help explain 
the nature and extent of the inmate sub
culture at SWI. It appears as if most young 
women want to avoid trouble, finish their 
sentence and get out as quickly as possible 
and affiliating with gangs would hinder 
such goals. 

Conclusion 

A limited amount of empirical research 
exists on the nature and extent of inmate 
gangs, let alone female, juvenile prison 
gangs. This research examined the issue 
of gangs through a case study involving 
in-depth interviews of thirty-four incarcer
ated young women. The interviewing 
methodology was fitting for this study 
since it examined perspectives in context, 
lessened objectivity of the subject-re
searcher role (Rubin, Rubin 1995) and 

gave the young women a public voice. 
This study of a relatively unknown area 
of investigation began with no pre-defined 
hypotheses, and the topics, themes and 
data analysis evolved throughout the re
search process. Originally, the study 
planned to examine generally the depri
vation and importation models of institu
tional life. However, after interviewing 
several youth, it incrementally became 
apparent that the issues of gangs and peer 
relationships were extensive. Thus, after 
analyzing the interview notes, I decided 
to focus almost exclusively on these two 
issues and how they relate to the extent of 
inmate subculture formation. This re
search examined the extent to which gangs 
account for the development of inmate 
subcultures offemale youth using the dep
rivation and importation models. 

A major conclusion of this study is that 
even though twenty-two youth were affili
ated with gangs prior to incarceration, 
most of these young women indicated they 
no longer desired to be associated with 
gangs. Many youth involved with gangs 
appeared to leave their gangs "at the door" 
and did not want to become involved with 
them at SWI or upon release. Moreover 
the majority of females associated with 
gangs were slowly lessening their activi
ties and contacts with the gang prior to 
incarceration. Thus, all of these reasons 
can be said to be a function of the impor
tation model. 

Even though over half the inmates were 
affiliated with gangs, they did not try to 
recruit non-gang member inmates. Those 
not affiliated with gangs had virtually no 
interested in gang life before or during in
carceration. None of these women joined 
gangs while at SWI. The incarcerated 
young women not part of gangs were even 
more turned-off by gang life, partly as a 
result of being incarcerated with many 
girls who were affiliated with them. These 
women learned about gang-life in explicit 
detail by hearing stories of those affiliated 
with gangs and through living in such close 
proximity to each other. In the eyes of 
one youth, "the more people you know, 
the more people you talk to, the more you 
get into trouble. The more you stay to 
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yourself, the bettero ffyou will be" (Youth 
# 10). These findings support the importa
tion model since while in society, those 
involved in gangs were not actively re
cruited themselves. Furthermore, the 
youth not affiliated with gangs had no de
sire of being involved with gangs while in 
society or while incarcerated and as such, 
could be an illustration of importation. 

Nevertheless, this could also be inter
preted through deprivation in that girls 
associated with gangs may not recruit non
gang members due to fear of being fur
ther sanctioned by the staff at the institu
tion. Most young women appeared to sim
ply be "sitting out" or merely waiting for 
their sentence to end and thus, did not re
ally fom1 distinct gang subcultures. As 
Youth # I illustrated, "I just want to get 
out [ of SWI]." Many youth tried to avoid 
trouble, find activities to fill their days, 
make limited friendships and do what they 
thought was necessary to survive so they 
could get out as soon as possible. Since 
several youth indicated that they just 
wanted to "do their time and get out," this 
finding was not surprising. 

A limitation of this research was that it 
did not adequately address the extent of 
the young woman's affiliation or how 
strong her ties were to the male gang. lt 
could be hypothesized that the more in
volved they were with the gang or if they 
were actually a gang member, that they 
would be more inclined to bring these 
bonds into the prison and not be as hasty 
to forget about their prior gang life, espe
cially as the gang relates to whom they 
befriend. 

In society friendships are often formed 
by some type of common bond that attracts 
two or more people together. Friendships 
of incarcerated girls appear to form in a 
similar way. Those who are affiliated with 
gangs often develop friendships with those 
who are also associated with gangs, includ
ing rival gangs, as this was the "type" of 
friendships they made while in society. 
This context suggests the importance that 
i111po11ation has in the development of 
friendships along "gang" lines. 

This study found both deprivation and 
importation influential in the development 

of inmate subcultures at SWI, depending 
upon the contextual question at hand. 
However, the importation model appeared 
to have more influence on the nature and 
extent of subculture formation particularly 
relating to gangs. Such findings do not 
support previous research on inmate sub
cultures offemale youth (Otis 1913; Ford 
1929; Selling 1931; Kosofsky,Ellis 1958; 
Halleck, Hersko 1962; Konopka 1966; 
Giallombardo 1974; Carter 1981; Propper 
1981 ). One reason may be that SWI is a 
vastly different context from other sites 
that theories were founded upon; another 
reason is that the few previous studies 
based on female juvenile inmates were 
done decades ago when the social roles of 
female youth were different than in con
temporary society; yet another important 
conclusion is that the length of stay at SWI 
may be too short for subcultures to ma
ture and develop. Studies have found that 
the more time an inmate spends in prison 
and custody-level institutions, the greater 
the inmate's antisocial attitudes, and 
hence, the greater the prisoner subculture 
(McConville 1985; Wheeler I 961 ). It may 
be that this group of youth, and other ju
venile correctional populations serving 
time, are not committed long enough for 
any type of formal or distinct subcultures 
to mature, particularly relating to gangs. 

The principal adaptation technique in 
this study appears to be doing time and 
avoiding trouble. The young women want 
to stay out of trouble so they can do their 
time to get out as quickly as possible. This 
seems to be the motivating force behind 
their effo11s of conformity and adaptation 
to prison life. Therefore, new subculture 
concepts need to be developed or refined 
for other prison contexts, especially for ju
veniles often serving shorter sentences 
than adults. As such, this study concludes 
that gangs for these young women at SWI 
have limited influence on adaptation strat
egies and subculture development. 

This study not only is significant to un
derstand the context of subcultures and 
gangs but also to realize how such re
sponses can effect policy. Correctional 
and public policy is frequently developed 
without going to the source for answers 
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(Petersen 2000; 1995). As such, this is 
antithetical to democracy. Ordinary citi
zens, such as gang members and young 
offenders, are not often involved in the 
policy process, yet they are the ones to
ward whom policy is directed. "The end 
result is detrimental for youths and ulti
mately to society, in that people without 
power often become more alienated from 
democracy without further 'buying into' 
society" (Petersen 1995:648). It is, there
fore, crucial to look at the ones most af
fected by criminal and/or juvenile justice 
policies, i.e., young offenders and gang 
members, to not only ask them their input 
but for them to have a meaningful effect 
on the way policies are framed. 

By giving these thirty-four women a 
voice, it is hoped that this can lead to 
empathetic understanding to impact the 
direction of future policies. The findings 
of this research could enlighten 
policymakers with clearer understandings 
of the nature and extent of gangs in prison 
which could provide the basic tools nec
essary to conceptualize and develop gang 
programs both in p1ison and in the larger 
society. 

A final note on parental consent 
Legal and ethical standards require pa

rental consent if the subjects of research 
are less than eighteen years old. It has 
been well-documented that parental con
sent reduces sample size. Moreover, I 
would argue that parental consent further 
reduces the sample size of youth who are 
part of the juvenile or criminal justice sys
tem and who are asked to participate vol
untarily in a study nom1ally conducted out
side the purview of the system, i.e., uni
versity-based research, even if advocated 
by the justice system. 

I contend that a major motivation behind 
refusal of their son/daughter to participate 
in such study is due to emotional distress 
that the interview questions, often of a sen
sitive nature, may inflict upon their child. 
The parents may perceive that their son/ 
daughter has already "been through 
enough" and may want to minimize any 
type of further anguish. Another almost 
equally valid reason rests on the issue of 

trust. The parent(s) do not know the per
son directing the research or conducting 
the interview. They may have doubts as 
to the real nature of the study and if the 
researchers will positively keep their 
child's name confidential or anonymous. 
They are suspect of the entire study. 

The research environment with adoles
cents is not "user friendly" especially for 
incarcerated youth and female adoles
cents. Getting parents to read the consent 
form, "buy into" the study, sign the form 
and return the forn1 is an arduous process. 
This should not halt researchers from try
ing to study youth but this is a fact and 
something that appears not to change any
time in the near future. 
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Notes 
1 It was agreed by both the author and 

the correctional institution that SWI would 
be the pseudo-name used for the study. 

2 The rationale behind dropping these 
two from the study was based on the 
premise that since they had only been in
carcerated a few days or weeks, their in
sight into subculture fom1ation, reactions 
to confinement and friendship develop
ment would be naive and incomplete. 

3 Demographic infom1ation of the sixty
nine non-participants was either not avail-

able to this researcher nor incomplete and 
therefore, not included. 

4 Lack of official data/records and reli
ance solely on self-reporting may reduce 
the credibility of findings. However, not 
only was I restricted from obtaining their 
official records but the purpose of this 
study was to obtain information about 
gangs and subcultures, often not known 
in official records, from the actual partici
pants to parallel the methodology of 
interpretivism and Verstehen. 

5 This particular individual was seven
teen years old and indicated that in each 
of the three previous times she was incar
cerated, she was confined to SWI each 
time for approximately one week. 

6 After interviewing several young 
women, it became apparent that there were 
"official" girl gang members (i.e., those 
who had been 'jumped in" to a gang) and 
those involved/affiliated with gangs (those 
who "hung out" with gang members or 
who had friends/close relatives in a gang) 
but who were not fom1ally initiated into a 
gang. 

' In this context, a "problem" could 
mean something to them personally, to 
their peers or to institutional life. Each 
youth responded to this in various fom1s 
of what she defined and perceived as a 
problem. 
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Sociocultural Issues and Youth Violence 

Richard Cervantes and Elizabeth Vazquez, Behavioral Assesment Inc. 
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Abstract 

In recent years, American communities have witnessed an increase in school violence. 
While violence in schools is not a new phenomenon the extremity of acts committed by 
youths is. Researchers from various disciplines have attempted to find the root cause of 
youth violence in general. Several factors ranging from individual to cultural have been 
suggested as being strong predictors of youth violence. Still, there is paucity in research 
documenting the variable differences between diverse ethnic groups. This paper evalu
ated whether differences in school violence predictors exist among different adolescent 
ethnic groups. We decided to focus on adolescents/youths due to the recent school 
crimes committed by individuals belonging to such groups. Through an extensive litera
ture search, the authors present the reader with a vignette of school violence today. Lastly, 
we provide policy recommendations for combating this social ill.

Introduction 
Violence in the United States 

Each year, more than 50,000 people die 
in the United States as a result of violent 
acts (Rosenberg & Mercy, 1991 ). Homi
cide is the fourth leading cause of death 
for children between the ages of 1 and 14, 
and it ranks second for youths between the 
ages of 15 to 24 (Baker et al., 1992). 
Among African-Americans 15 to 34 years 
of age, it is the leading cause of death 
(Baker et al., 1992). In contrast, among 
white youth in this age group, the leading 
cause of death are motor vehicle accidents 
(National Center for Health Statistics, 
1994 ). The majority of homicides, with 
estimates ranging from 40 to 60 percent, 
occur between people who know each 
other (Rosenberg & Mercy, 1991; Weiss, 
1994). 

Other factors, such as alcohol and other 
drugs are believed to be contributing fac
tors in escalating anger and homicide 
( Reiss & Roth, 1993 ). The role of fire
arms, particularly handguns, in these 
deaths is significant. Increasing homicide 
rates parallel the increasing availability of 
firearms (Wintemute, 1994 J. Rates of ho
micide are higher in underserved, impov
erished communities (Weiss, 1993 ). One 
study that examined injury rates by race, 
ethnicity and poverty found that when the 
racial and ethnic groups were held con
stant, the same communities remained at 
risk for violence, suggesting that poverty 
may play an important role (Chang, Weiss, 

& Yuan, 1992 ). 
Firearm Violence in the United States 

On an average day in the United States, 
one child dies from an unintentional shoot
ing. Accidental shootings are the third 
leading cause of death for 10 to 29-yr-olds 
and the fifth leading cause of death for 
children from I to 15 years of age. Some 
50% of all unintentional child shootings 
occur in the victims' homes, and an addi
tional 40% occur in the homes of friends 
and relatives (Smith & Larman, 1988; 
Wintmute et al. 1987). In many parts of 
the United States, suicide rates exceed ho
micide rates. In 1991, 48% of the total 
38,317 firearms-related deaths nationwide 
were classified as suicides; that propor
tion was found again in 1992 (Fingerhut, 
1994 ). However, in many urban areas such 
as Los Angeles, deaths caused by inter
personal violence exceed those caused by 
self-inflicted wounds (Cervantes, Padilla 
& Salgado de Snyder, 1991; Hamburg, 
1998 ). The common element in both these 
types of violence is the availability of fire
arms: In the case of suicide, a gun can 
escalate ideation into fatal reality; in the 
case of homicide, a gun can escalate an 
argument into a fatal outcome. 
Relationship between Drug use and 
Criminalit1' and Violence 

Recent �esearch indicate that the high 
rate of violent criminal behavior found in 
inner-city African-American (Sickmund, 
Snyder & Poe-Yamagata, 1997 J and His
panic communities (Mata & Valdez 1996) 
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is either directly related to alcohol and il
licit drug use and the illicit drug distribu
tion networks, or due to drug-related gang 
activities. A recent study of serious de
linquent youths (youths 14 to 17 who com
mitted a minimum of IO felonies or I 00 
misdemeanor crimes over past 12 months) 
found that Hispanic males were much 
more likely than all others in the sample 
to prefer using cocaine and marijuana to 
other drugs (Sickmund et al. 1997). 
Prevalence of School Violence 

In a report conducted by the Center for 
Disease Control ( 1993), it was concluded 
that rates of youth homicide and suicide 
have doubled over the past decade. The 
U.S. Department of Justice has reported 
that during 1993 and 1998 violent crime 
rates fell 27%, from 50 to 37 per 1,000 
persons age 12 or older and that in 1998, 
males were victimized at significantly 
higher rates than females, and blacks were 
victimized at somewhat higher rates than 
whites. Non-Hispanics and Hispanics were 
victimized at about the same rate. While 
this infom1ation is not school specific, it 
gives us an inclination to the social condi
tions of the general population. More im
portantly it points out an interesting jux
taposition: If violent crimes are decreas
ing in the general populous why have we 
witnessed an increase in violent crimes in 
our schools ( Cantelon & LeBoeuf, 1997)? 

Findings from the National Crime Vic
timization Survey (NCVS) suggest that in 
1994, U.S. residents age 12 or older ex
perienced more than 42 million crimes: 
about 11 million violent victimizations and 
31 million property crimes. Violent crimes 
(as defined by the NCVS) include rape and 
sexual assault, robbery, and both aggra
vated and simple assault and homicide 
(from crimes reported to the police). More 
recent data indicate that black and white 
students have similar chances of being vic
timized in or around their school (U.S. 
Department of Education, 1995). Al
though the rates of victimization are simi
lar across ethnic lines, it is important to 
note, however, that when asked about 
"[Being] threatened with a weapon", black 
and white students reported incidence rates 
of 23.5% and 13.8%, respectively. From 
these statistics it is clear that black stu-

dents are more prone to experience and/ 
or witness violence in their schools and 
communities. Interestingly, this is despite 
the fact that 78% of the same schools in 
this study reported having some sort of 
violence prevention or violence reduction 
programs. 

A similar survey (CDC, 1993) suggested 
that African-American high school aged 
youth had the highest one-month incidence 
rate of physical fighting (31 per I 00,000) 
followed by Latino (22) and Non-Hispanic 
white youth. The higher rates of school 
violence have been reported in public 
schools--where a majority of the students 
are of a lower socioeconomic status-
rather than in private and parochial 
schools. It is interesting to note that while 
the authors of a similar study (APA, 1991) 
concluded that students of all races were 
victimized about the same amount at their 
schools, the data in the survey reveal a 
number of cultural factors that may help 
to better understand school violence. Hav
ing reviewed general trends associated 
with conununity and school violence, we 
will now review the available research on 
our four areas of focus: Family, Individual, 
Cultural, and School influences. First, 
however, we provide the reader with a 
brief background on two national school 
studies aimed at detecting and eliminat
ing violence in schools. 
Review of School Violence Literature 

Even with the negative impact that vio
lence in schools causes on the psyche and 
well being of a person--especially school 
aged children--there is still a lack of ma
jor research studies focusing on this epi
demic. For instance, the last legislatively
mandated study on school violence was 
conducted over two decades ago. Con
gress, as a response to the violence in 
American schools, mandated the Safe 
Schools Study ( 1978) conducted by the 
National Institute of Education (NIE). The 
study conducted by the NIE included three 
phases of data collection. Phase I included 
31,373 students, 23,890 teachers, and 
15,894 principals. In this phase, each par
ticipant completed a mailed-out question
naire. Phase II consisted of on-site data 
collection (field surveys and interviews) 
completed by a total sample of642junior 
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and senior high school students. In Phase 
III, ten schools were selected as focus 
groups to examine the reduction of vio
lence and disruption vis-a-vis school per
sonnel. 

As summarized by Bybee and Gee in 
Violence, Values, and Justice in the 
Schools the three major findings were as 
follows: I) there was a clear indication that 
violence in schools had escalated over the 
past thirty years, 2) the risk of violence to 
youth is greater in schools than elsewhere 
when the amount ohime spent in schools 
is taken into account, and 3) eight percent 
of school principals reported that violence 
and disruption were a serious problem in 
American schools. While this was a ma
jor study on school violence, it lacked a 
focus on differentiating between minority 
groups as perpetrators and victims as well 
as including contributors to school vio
lence. 

Scholars differ on the root cause of 
school violence. Some argue that school 
violence should be examined through a 
community context because school vio
lence is an indicator of the problems ex
perienced by the larger social group 
(Menacker et al., 1990 ). Increases in the 
rates of violent and aggressive acts by 
youth generally are likely to be reflected 
in and around the school yard since this is 
where most youths spend a large percent
age of their day. If this were true then how 
could we explain the drop and increase of 
violent crimes in general and those in 
school, respectively. 
Statement of the Problem 

While the country has been concious of 
violence present in our nation's inner city 
schools, the recent school based tragedies 
in California, Oregon, Colorado, Ken
tucky, Mississippi and Oklahoma has ex
panded this concern and calls for measured 
responses and responsive action. For 
school age parents and their families, these 
events have challenged them to view these 
settings as danger zones ( Singer. Anglin, 
Song & Lunghofer, 1995; Gargarino, 
Dubrow, Kostelny & Pardo, 1992; Ham
burg, 1998 ). As school violence incidents 
arise. spread and escalate, teachers and 
students alike become wary of schools, if 
not fear for their safety and well being 

(Sickmund et al., 1997; Office of Juve
nile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, 
1995; Samples & Aber, 1998). 

This paper will attempt to shed some 
light on the social and cultural issues as
sociated with school violence. It is our 
hope that this review will propagate fur
ther inquiry, and debate regarding this 
matter toward the ultimate goal of prevent
ing school violence. In our ever more 
culturally diverse society, it is imperative 
that those involved in working toward pre
vention of school violence understand the 
cultural implications associated with such 
an issue. 

For the purpose of the following re
search, we operationally define school vio
lence as acts including, but not limited to, 
assault, battery, bullying, threats of force, 
hazing, gang activity, and murder. While 
various factors have been correlated with 
youth engaged in violent acts, there has 
been little or no research on the differences 
and/or similarities that such factors have 
on different groups of youths. Of particu
lar interest to the authors are the follow
ing questions: "Are there specific predis
positions for particular ethnic groups?" 
"What role does culture play in violent 
actions by youth?" We will focus on four 
predictors of school violence: the indi
vidual, the family, school, and culture. 

Factors Contributing to Violence 
An Overview 

The American Psychological Associa
tion Commission on Violence and Youth 
( 1991) summarized the existing literature 
on risk factors for youth violence. In
cluded among its developmental anteced
ents were biological factors, child rearing 
conditions, ineffective parenting, emo
tional and cognitive development, child 
temperament, gender differences, and re
lations with peers. Some of the environ
mental factors include poverty, unemploy
ment, discrimination, substance abuse, 
availability of guns, and the media. Again, 
however, there is a lack of comparison on 
the degree of influence that these risk fac
tors have on the violent action itself and 
on the perpetrator based on his/her ethnic 
membership . 
Jndividual li!/7uences 
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The American Psychological Associa
tion in 1991 conducted one of the major 
studies on violence and youth. 
Psychology s Response was the first vol
ume of a summary report to focus on vio
lence and youth. While extensive in its 
research and documentation of youth vio
lence it did not take a multi-disciplinary 
approach on the causes and effects of 
youth violence. Instead, it focused on psy
chology. Cognitive and emotional devel
opment are by far guiding forces in the 
field of psychology. This study described 
youth violence as a possible result of cog
nitive deficits. For instance, it was argued 
that children with Attention Deficit Hy
peractive Disorder (ADHD) are predis
posed to violent behaviors when the dis
order is accompanied by other factors. 
This study also discussed the higher pro
pensity rate that students with mental or 
physical handicaps have for being victims 
of violence. 

With regard to physical and/or mental 
disabilities, such children were classified 
as part of vulnerable populations ( others 
including gay and lesbian youth as well as 
girls and young women). According to 
the American Psychological Association 
Commission on Violence and Youth, youth 
with mental and/or physical capabilities 
are vulnerable because of the characteris
tics involving their particular living situa
tion. 

According to the Centers for Disease 
Control, from 1991-1997, risk behaviors 
involving drug use increased from 23.3% 
in 1991 to 3 7 .5% in 1997. Again, this is 
critical inforn1ation in serving our young 
adults, however, there is paucity in data, 
which explains the relationship between 
ATODA use and engaging in violence. 
The connection that can be made is that 
feelings of inadequacy may lead to in
creased drug use. 

The research on individual risk factors 
(specifically genetic, cognitive, and emo
tional) must expand in order to address 
multicultural needs and assessment of ser
vices if we seek to put an end to youth 
violence. This is most timely considering 
the documented emotional problems that 
several youths involved in recent school 
tragedies presented to metal health, school 

or court officials. A first step towards this 
would also include the dynamic needs of 
diverse populations. 

Psychosocial variables have been stud
ied to disengage from what Dembo and 
colleagues ( 1998) describe as "linear type" 
representations of complex relationships 
among multiple factors. Using data on 
approximately 4000 Anglo, Hispanic, and 
African-American male youths processed 
in a Florida state Juvenile Assessment 
Center, Dembo and colleagues ( 1998) con
ducted a study on psychosocial, delin
quency, and substance abuse patterns 
among these youths. The authors sought 
to provide a more holistic approach to 
explaining the interaction of multiple vari
ables. A combination of emotional/psy
chosocial ( dys )function and environmen
tal settings were combined in their analy
sis of the 4000 youths. Relative deviance, 
the dynamics of social and behavioral re
sponses to different settings , was used as 
the prime theory generating this empiri
cal study on three groups of youths. 

The data for this sample were collected 
from the processing facility, Juvenile As
sessment Center (JAC), in Tampa, 
Florida. The facility's task is to process 
truant and arrested youths. In regard to 
assessments conducted in the center, 
youths undergo a preliminary screening to 
detect potential problems ranging from 
drug use/abuse , mental health status, and 
physical health status. The Problem Ori
ented Screening Instrument for Teenagers 
(POSIT) is used as an indicator of poten
tial problem areas (Dembo et. al. 1998). 
The sample for this study consisted of 
1,670 Anglo, 568 Hispanic, and 1,861 
African American males between 12 and 
19 years of age. While the study focused 
on several demographic items ( e.g. edu
cational characteristics, arrest charges, 
referral history, etc.) for the purpose of this 
paper, not all findings from the discrimi
nant analysis were presented. 

When examining the youth's depen
dency history, a strong relationship was 
found with subsequent involvement in 
delinquent behavior. In other words, drug 
use/abuse for this sample predicted en
gagement in delinquent or criminal behav
ior. Ethnic differences also arose in the 



Free Inquiry in Creative Sociology Volume 28, Number 2, November/December 2000 47 

analysis of data. For instance, the authors 
report that compared to other youths, His
panics reported lower mental health and 
substance misuse rates, had fewer arrest 
charges for drug felonies, and had higher 
average age than Anglo youth, had lower 
rates of detention for property, violence, 
to name a few findings. 

In sum, this study replicates others fo
cused on relative deviance. For instance 
results showed that African-American 
males tended to live in more economically 
distressed environments and have higher 
rates than the other delinquent youth thus 
placing these youths at higher risk of par
ticipating in illegal and deviant activity. 
Echoing past research, findings for Anglo 
youths indicated that they suffer more be
havioral problems than African-American 
youth in this study 

When analyzing educational levels and 
placement, Hispanic youths exhibited the 
highest rate of academic difficulties. Most 
Hispanic youths were held back one or 
more grades in school. What is important 
to note here is that these findings have 
implications for the treatment and service 
of these youths. This is especially true in 
light of the recent school violence trends. 
Effective services must identify each 
youth's problem area, regardless of 
ethnicity, in order to provide an appropri
ate delivery of services . If environmen
tal conditions are high predictors of crimi
nal activity and violent acts, then policy 
must change adverse conditions in many 
of America's neighborhoods. 

Another aspect of youth violence that 
has gained much attention in recent stud
ies has been that of predisposed intrinsic 
pathology. While the norm has been to 
look at family patterns and rules as well 
as external variables ( e.g. poverty, dis
crimination, SES), some scholars believe 
that some individuals are predisposed to 
become delinquent and criminal as a re
sult of intrinsic disorders ( e.g . mood dis
orders, post traumatic stress disorder, etc.) 

Steiner et al. ( 1999) examined the re
lationship between personality traits and 
criminal behavior in a sample of 481 in
carcerated males. A sub sample of 148 
youths was tracked for approximately 4.5 
years after release. Examination of this 

sample focused on follow-up data consist
ing of rearrests rates and time out of prison 
from last incarceration date. The results 
of this study showed that individuals' per
sonality traits, for this sample, predicted 
not only past criminal activity but also the 
potential for future criminal activity. Pre
dictive patterns were significant even 
when controlled for highly reliable vari
ables such as age at incarceration and pre
vious arrests. It was found that juveniles 
who display low levels of restraint are 
more likely to have committed more prior 
offenses, and they also receive more 
intrainstitutional punishments than other 
groups. Those juveniles who displayed 
lower levels of restraint and distress are 
also more likely to be rearrested after re
lease compared to other individuals dis
playing different levels of distress and re
straint. Finally, the subgroup with high 
restraint was more likely to report distress 
but be less involved in serious crimes than 
others in the sub sample. While the sample 
and subsample were diverse in composi
tion, it is quite interesting that ethnic dif
ferences were not found in diagnostic sta
tus, previous offense, or committing of
fenses. 

Steiner and colleagues suggest that if 
personality traits predispose some to en
gage in criminal activity, both restraint and 
distress are high predictors of such behav
ior (Steiner et. al., 1999). In regard to 
policy, it is quite clear that delinquents are 
a homogeneous group deserving of needs 
that are significantly diverse. The ap
proach to delinquent youth, from this per
spective, should be one consisting of a ty
pology match. The authors suggest that 
when referring a juvenile to a program or 
when assessing him/her for release, dis
tress and restraint levels should be used 
as predictors of reoffense potential as well 
as degree of crime. Unfortunately, the data 
were only based on male juveniles in the 
CYAsystem. 
School Influences 

Bybee and Gee ( 1982) identified numer
ous aspects of the schools that can place 
students at risk of violence. Grades, re
ward structure, relevance of the curricu
lum, decision-making, size and imperson
ality (e.g., alienation of students), and 
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teacher's belief system and behavior were 
some of the factors that were described in 
their article. 

A teacher's perception of a student or 
group of students can greatly impact stu
dent school attachment as well as their 
academic performance. Teacher expecta
tions and perceptions can elicit, from the 
person, behaviors that confirm the perceiv
ers' original beliefs. In essence, there is a 
sense of disrespect or devaluing of the stu
dents' culture in the school setting. Stu
dents whose patterns of behavior do not 
match those of the educational institution 
are often erroneously classified as defi
cient and incompetent. Students are often 
placed according to their perforn1ance on 
standardized tests--this could become 
problematic. Unfortunately, these students 
are rarely retested and continue their edu
cation in either remedial courses or courses 
that do not interest them. 
Curriculum 

A minority student who is from a differ
ent culture may be placed at risk for vari
ous difficulties (behavioral problems) if 
the curriculum in his or her school is not 
culturally relevant. One clear example is 
when American Indian children are taught 
in school that Christopher Columbus "dis
covered" America. A study by the Na
tional Institute of Education ( 1978) con
firmed that in those schools where the stu
dents felt they were being taught what they 
did not want to learn a higher incidence 
of violence occurred. While efforts are 
being made to detrack school systems 
there is no doubt that students are cogni
zant of their role in school. Minority stu
dents are often disenfranchised and placed 
in lower level courses. Being cognizant 
of such inequity, students may feel that 
school is useless, irrelevant and discrimi
natory towards them, so a way to counter 
this is by disobeying school rules and au
thority. 
Gangs in Schools 

The previously described School Crime 
Report (APA, 1991) added to what was 
known in recent times about the connec
tion between school crime and gangs. 
Approximately 15% of students surveyed 
reported the presence of gangs in their 

schools. Not surprising, these same 15% 
of students are more likely to be victims 
of school violence than those who did not 
report existence of gangs in their schools. 
Additionally, students that reported exist
ence of gangs in their schools were twice 
as likely to be afraid of attacks both at, to, 
and from school. 

Here too, racial and cultural issues are 
relevant. The same School Crime report 
indicated that a higher percentage of black 
students (20%) reported gangs in their 
schools than white students ( 14%). Also, 
Hispanic students than non-Hispanics 
(32% versus 14%) reported higher per
centages of gangs in schools. The num
ber of Asian and Pacific Islander gangs 
have also grown quite rapidly in recent 
years. Noticing that gangs tend to be 
formed around racial and ethnic lines we 
should be weary of the racial tension that 
may intensify violence in schools. 

The presence of hate crimes in schools 
has taken many by surprise. More sur
prising have been the rates of such crimes 
in some of America's most diverse cities. 
In 1989 the Los Angeles public schools 
reported having had incidences of hate 
crimes ( Curcio & First, 1993 ). Such 
crimes included racial slurs, graffiti, and 
physical confrontations. In a Midwest 
high school shooting it was reported the 
perpetrators intentionally shot and killed 
a classmate because of his ethnicity. These 
incidents occur across the country in any 
neighborhood. 

It is very important to recognize that vio
lence occurring on the school yard must 
be understood and addressed within the 
context of multiple systems, including lo
cal and national political institutions, law 
enforcement, schools, the faith commu
nity, and the family. Prevention efforts that 
involve multiple community institutions 
have typically been found to have the 
strongest positive outcomes (Centers for 
Disease Control, 1993; Pentz, 1983 ). 
School violence like other types of com
munity-wide violence cannot be treated in 
isolation and must be understood as a 
manifestation of the frustration and hope
lessness confronting many urban youth 
today. Excessive unemployment or under 
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employment, few available educational 
opportunities, racial and ethnic tension, as 
well as institutionalized racism are cumu
lative stressors that confront many inner
city residents and which result in violence 
and other high-risk behaviors. Violence 
among school age children and adoles
cents in many instances must also be un
derstood in the context of learned behav
ior, which is adaptive. Given the numer
ous survival stressors and demands fac
ing inner city and urban youth (Cervantes, 
1992) the need to link and understand 
background, social worlds, networks and 
dynamics of these youth social lives to 
school violence is essential. 
Cultural J,�fluences 

Aside from previously addressed soci
etal and individual stressors such as re
straint, poverty and discrimination, there 
are a number of other stressors that are 
experienced by ethnic minority students 
in the schools that may place them at risk 
of violence. 

Whiie it is true that in general, immi
grant youth and their parents have high 
educational aspirations, the process of ac
culturation may pose a barrier to the aca
demic performance of immigrant and other 
minority students. In addition, these 
youths can experience significant distress 
when their cultural beliefs, customs, and 
mores are at odds with the mainstream 
culture. An example of such discrepancy 
is evidenced in many immigrant families 
where the children are raised in the main
stream culture. Family conflicts and dis
ruptions arise as the child's level of accul
turation to the host culture is in conflict 
with the parents' level of acculturation. 
Even if the child does not experience child 
abuse, the distress of such 
intergenerational and cultural conflict can 
be overwhelming to put such a child at risk 
of problematic behaviors including vio
lence. 
The Fami�v 

The family, the main socializing agent 
in a person's life, has often been blamed 
for the dysfunction of individuals. Though 
family violence research has focused on 
domestic violence between parents, it 
would be erroneous to dismiss the fact that 
adolescent-to-parent violence exists in 

American households. Brezina ( 1999) 
analyzed data from a previous longitudi
nal study that focused on the aggression 
exhibited by male youths as an instrumen
tal function--a response to experienced 
abuse. Two theories, strain theory and 
social learning theory, were the driving 
forces in the longitudinal study. The first 
theory contends that delinquency repre
sents a means by which youths attempt to 
cope with various sources of environmen
tal adversity (Brezina, 1999). The latter 
focuses on the process of learning and re
inforcement that are said to shape and sus
tain aggressive behavior, especially in the 
context of certain family dynamics 
(Brezina, 1999). In sum the results from 
this study indicate that physical aggression 
from parent-to-adolescent is more prone 
to generate an aggressive reaction by the 
youth according to this study. One of the 
major reasons why adolescents hit their 
parents is as a means of averting parental 
abuse. In other words, while parental ag
gression leads to aggression by the child, 
child aggression toward the parent averts 
parental abuse (Pinto, Ramos & Mata, 
1997). 

In regard to schools, violent youth ac
tions--regardless of extreme--may in fact 
be a response to continued abuse on the 
part of teachers, administrators, or fellow 
students. Teri Randall also studied youth 
violence as a learned behavior. Statistics 
from the National Center on Child Abuse 
and Neglect indicate that adolescents have 
disproportionately high rates of child 
abuse. Randall discovered that interfam
ily violence ( e.g. parent-to-parent and sib
ling-to-sibling) is not only rampant but 
also widely accepted. Randall noted that 
violence against peers was accepted at 
higher percentages than violence between 
married couples. The use of force against 
a peer was approved for reasons ranging 
from embarrassment caused by the victim 
to the perpetrator, for wrecking a car, to 
defend ones "turf' or clique, and if a slur 
had been made against the perpetrator's 
parents. 

Another study focusing on family abuse 
as an indicator of youth violence is that of 
Darby and colleagues ( 1998 ). In their 
study of 112 juveniles they tested the hy-
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pothesis that states that there is a strong 
relationship benveen parental dysfunction/ 
abuse and juvenile homicide. Research
ers have suggested that violent adolescents 
are people with violent, aggressive, incon
sistent, and abusive environments and 
probably have been victims of parental 
violence (Truscott, 1992). 

Results from this study parallel previ
ous studies on what Cormier ( 1978) coined 
as the "lockage" phenomenon. This 
theory postulates that adolescents in ex
tremely dysfunctional and chaotic fami
lies may react to intense pressure via ho
micide or suicide. If suicide, for instance, 
is not achieved, the aggression and/or 
stress may be relieved through homicidal 
acts. Such extreme acts are a means of 
detaching him/herself from the family or 
dysfunctional entity. Often times, the 
"main" abuser may be the juveniles' tar
get. For instance 9.8% of the victims were 
the assailant's family members. In some, 
however, the adolescent may retreat to a 
safer target such as a classmate, a stranger, 
or another family member. In this study it 
is impo1tant to note that a high percentage 
of these juveniles (99%) exhibited mental 
health problems ranging from learning dis
abilities to suicidal ideation. Again we see 
a pattern of youth reacting to their abuser. 
What is quite interesting about these find
ings is the fact that the aggression that 
these adolescents carried had to be re
leased through indiscriminant violence 
where anyone became a potential target. 
Culturally Relevant Prevention Strategies 

As mentioned previously, and empha
sized in a recent report published by the 
Centers for Disease Control, prevention 
of youth violence must involve multiple 
strategies that engage the child, his/her 
family, the schools and the community. 
Prevention services must always be devel
oped and provided in a fashion that meets 
the cultural and linguistic characteristics 
of targeted youth, families and communi
ties. Prevention activities that are aimed 
to include multiple sectors of the commu
nity have been found to have the stron
gest effects. The Centers for Disease Con
trol recently provided a list of violence 
prevention recommendations that were 
based upon successful conmmnity projects 

(Centers for Disease Control, 1993). These 
activities include 1) education strategies 
( e.g. adult mentoring, conflict resolution, 
social skills training), 2) legal and/or regu
latory strategies ( e.g. regulation of use and 
access to weapons, regulation of alcohol 
use and access) and 3) environmental 
modifications ( e.g. home visitation, pre
school programs, recreational activities, 
work/academic experience,). 

Traditionally, education strategies have 
focused on the individual and utilized tra
ditional educational approaches aimed at 
changing knowledge, attitudes, and behav
iors about factors which increase one's risk 
of being exposed to, or involved in, vio
lence. Conventional violence prevention 
cunicula include sessions on conflict reso
lution, dispute mediation, enhancement of 
male self-esteem, and public education 
interventions (Prothrow-Stith, 1991 ). This 
approach utilizes a combination of didac
tic instruction and skills development tech
niques through role-playing or simulation 
and most frequently is implemented in a 
school setting. 

One of the most cited education preven
tion programs of this type is the Boston 
Youth Program instituted in four Boston 
high schools, (Prothrow-Stith, 1991 ). This 
program included an evaluation compo
nent utilizing both a control group (no 
curriculum) and an experimental group 
(curriculum participants). Evaluation re
sults revealed a significant change in the 
attitudes of the paiticipants ( experimental 
group) around the issues of anger and vio
lence. This 10-session anger and violence 
curriculum was targeted for ethnic minor
ity students and provided the following: 
(a) information on adolescent violence and
homicide; (b) discussions of anger as a
norn1al, potentially constructive emotion;
(c) knowledge in developing alternatives
to fighting, ( d) role playing and video
tapes; and ( e) fostering of non-violent be
havior. Dispute mediation skills training,
also commonly used in school-based pro
grams, helps students develop the skills
needed to mediate disputes. This often
includes extensive skill development train
ing in the areas of communication, lead
ership, problem solving, assertiveness, and
dispute mediation.
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The Community Youth and Gang Ser
vices Program (CYGS) in Los Angeles is 
an example of a comprehensive comnrn
nity-based approach that relies heavily on 
inter-agency communication and coordi
nation with strong community participa
tion. The program has three components: 
1) Basic Education and Assessment,
2) Mobilization and Action Campaign,
and 3) Conununity Youth Gang Services.

The basic education and assessment 
component targets the entire community 
including parents, local business owners, 
youth, educators, and religious leaders. 
This part aims at increasing the awareness 
and the level of knowledge about gangs, 
crime and graffiti. Important to note is 
the attention that this component gives the 
role that gangs play in the life of partici
pating youth. This educational component 
addresses the sense of belonging, frater
nity, ego enhancement and status issues re
lated to youth involved in gangs. 

The second component focuses on the 
mobilization of the conununity through the 
development ofTarget Area Coordinating 
Committees (TACC). School officials 
must be willing to work as partners with 
the community at large in order to effec
tively reduce and prevent school violence. 
Broad based community involvement is 
critical to the success of this effort with 
school administrators, teachers and other 
support staff working in collaboration with 
local community leaders, law enforcement 
and other community residents willing to 
address the problems of school violence. 

The third component involves the imple
mentation of various strategies aimed at 
negating the various levels of gang activ
ity within a specific target area. The pre
vention effort employs the Career Paths 
Program, a 15-week curriculum for el
ementary school-aged children. This cur
riculum teaches youth about the negative 
aspects of gangs, drugs and crime involve
ment and promotes positive alternatives. 
This component is often combined with 
existing parent education and teacher train
ing programs at the targeted schools. Ad
ditionally, this component employs a men
tal health-counseling program for identi
fied families. 
The Public Health Approach to Violence 

Prevention 
The reduction of violent injuries requires 

a comprehensive public health approach. 
This approach is built on a three-tiered 
model of primary, secondary and tertiary 
prevention. Primary prevention would 
seek to reduce the incidence of new cases 
of violence, or first-time violent behavior. 
Secondary prevention would intervene 
early in the sequence of violent acts to ar
rest violent behavior. Tertiary prevention 
would happen after a violent act has oc
curred to restore as much functioning as 
possible to the individual or conununity. 
According to a public health model, vio
lent behavior is assumed to follow a pat
tern similar to patterns of other public 
health epidemics. That is, its occurrence 
can be measured and monitored, and 
groups at risk can be identified. If these 
assumptions are correct, then the adverse 
outcomes associated with violent behav
ior can be predicted or prevented. (Weiss 
1994 ). 

Of the three tiers of prevention, primary 
prevention holds the greatest promise for 
programs aimed at preventing violence, 
even though primary prevention requires 
a long-term commitment and proactive 
approach. It requires a comprehensive ef
fort from all segments of the community, 
beginning with the individual and involv
ing education, community action, social 
support, and competency building. 
Community Coalition Building for Vio
lence Prevention 

The coalition calls attention to the prob
lem of violence, promotes and implements 
prevention and intervention programs, and 
evaluates program effectiveness. In addi
tion, it provides a forum for influencing 
public policy regarding violence preven
tion. The Los Angeles Violence Preven
tion coalition is an example of one such 
coalition. Its three goals include reduc
ing the availability and accessibility of 
firearms, changing community norms so 
that violence is not acceptable, and creat
ing and promoting alternatives to violence. 

In order to reduce the accessibility of 
firearms in Los Angeles, the coalition is 
working on developing a baseline estimate 
of the number of federally licensed fire
arm dealers in Los Angeles County. It is 
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also trying to develop strategies for reduc
ing the access and availability of fiream1s 
in the Greater Los Angeles region . Finally, 
they plan to implement a policy designed 
to reduce the availability and accessibil
ity of firearms through a coordinated pub
lic health campaign. 

As mentioned, successful programs are 
comprehensive in nature, targeting several 
groups and involving various facets of the 
community. School officials are encour
aged to participate in local coalitions and 
other community efforts addressing the 
problem of violence in the community. 
Additionally, educators should involve 
representatives from the community in the 
development of strategies to prevent vio
lence. This enables schools to be flexible 
and responsive to the changing cultural, 
social, demographic and economic con
ditions in their community through con
tinual updating and modification of pre
vention curricula and coordination with 
other service providers. 
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Economic Determinants and Managed Behavioral Healthcare: 
Marginalization of Providers and Restrictions of Services 

Tim Davidson, University of Oklahoma 

Abstract 

Managed care organizations tend to prioritize finance management over services and, as 
a result, have alienated providers and diminshed the service delivery system, while prof
iting handsomely. The managed care strategy of cost-containment is examined as it 
relates to quality of care, particularly in behavioral health treatment. The problems of 
excessive manged care profits and administrative overhead are considered in relation to 
a pattern of misuse of limited healthcare resources. Managed care policies and proce
dures that reduce healthcare to a commodity are critiqued. The essay's key points for 
improving healthcare, in whatever systems evolve, are to de-emphasize "commerce" and 
to resuscitate preferred cultural values regarding "service". Suggestions for reform are 
made that reflect inclusiveness from a wide range of constituents in healthcare and par
ticipatory management principles to redress the imbalance of authority that now rests 
with managed care organizations. 

Introduction 
Managed care ranks with 

deinstitutionalization and psychopharma
cology among the most influential inno
vations in health care policy in the past 
twenty-five years. Health maintenance or
ganizations (HMOs), preferred provider 
organizations (PPOs), employee assis
tance programs (EAPs) and other admin
istrative structures characterize the man
aged care world and are touted as meth
ods to control costs and to improve qual
ity of healthcare. Some firms manage gen
eral and behavioral healthcare, while other 
companies are specifically contracted for 
behavioral (i.e. mental health and addic
tion treatment) services only. By the mid
l 990s, advocates within the managed be
havioral healthcare industry felt that it was 
"positioned to confer vast social benefits 
to the American people through its exper
tise on management" of the service deliv
ery system (Freeman & Trabin, 1995). 

Yet a contentious divide exists between 
many healthcare providers and managed 
care organizations (MCOs) (Davidson. 
Davidson & Keigher, 1999). Why the dis
parity? Much of t he problem can be traced 
to the asymmetrical control of resources 
by MCOs accompanied by their replace
ment of "a service ethos with a commer
cial ethos" ( Light, 1994, p. 1198). While 
key stakeholders in managed care have 

profited handsomely, their cost-contain
ment measures have reduced services. 
Insurers, government officials, providers, 
employers and consumers need now to 
collaborate in efforts either to reform for
profit managed care, or to replace it. 

Domination of providers by managed 
care organizations 

Riffe and Kondrat ( 1997) observe that 
"human needs become shaped and in
vented in accordance with technological 
imperatives by those who control the tech
nology" (p. 45) and conclude that provid
ers within managed care settings often 
experience alienation and 
disempowerment as a result of accommo
dating managed care policies. Since 
MCOs set the parameters of behavioral 
treatment-including who has access to 
services, who will be on provider panels, 
the appropriateness and length of treat
ment, the rules for applying benefits and 
the dollar limits to providers per units of 
service-there are strict controls on pro
viders' incomes and upon the way provid
ers work. In the late I 980's through the 
l 990's, providers experienced the changes 
wrought by MCOs as fiats from afar. 

As extensive, for-profit, managed care 
plans evolved and became the prominent 
health service delivery system over the 
past decade, clinicians and behavioral 
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treatment agencies were typically left out
side the loop of planning and develop
ment.1 MCOs would position themselves 
in key geographical locations, secure con
tracts with large employers or government 
entities (if Medicare and Medicaid mon
ies were available) and then begin the pro
cess of recruiting providers in the region 
as contractees. Providers found them
selves needing to agree with the terms of 
the predominant MCOs in their area, or 
risk losing present and future clientele, in
cluding government contracts. State block 
grants and private third-party insurance 
companies all began to funnel monies 
through MCOs in the 1990s. If providers 
opted to stay outside of the newly estab
lished "system" the prospect of financial 
failure loomed large on their horizon. 

Controls over information processing 
and casemanagement 

As providers lost the option of billing 
third party insurance directly in a fee-for
service setting, as was characteristic of the 
pre-managed care era, clinical autonomy 
was sacrificed, and in some cases, profes
sional values were compromised (J . 
Davidson & T. Davidson, 1996; T. 
Davidson & J. Davidson, 1998). This may 
seem an odd or overly dramatic assertion, 
unless the inside perspective of the clini
cian-client relationship is gained. Tradi
tionally, in behavioral healthcare, because 
the relations between clinician( s) and 
client(s) were confidential andfiduciary, 
with insurers on the outside in a second
ary capacity, the therapeutic relationship 
could evolve without undue interference 
from the financial center. Managed care 
brought the insurer in as the comptroller, 
determining practitioners loyalties and 
decisions and consumers needs and pos
sibilities. 

Case management-and the information 
processing conducted by the clinician with 
a client or the client's family- is the heart 
of behavioral treatment. Before managed 
care, there were no external jurisdictions 
for providers other than their professional 
code of ethics, statutory requirements of 
their licenses and internal supervisory 
functions. After managed care, all 

casemanagement, and the intricacies of the 
professional rules of conduct that tradi
tionally attended it, were subject to the 
tem1s of the contract between the respec
tive MCO and the provider. Financiers 
ascended to the dominating position in 
healthcare, without effective checks and 
balances on business interests versus ser
vice concerns. 

Presently, information processing be
tween clinicians and clients is transformed 
from a clinician conferring with clients or 
their families to "grist for the mill" of in
dustrialized managed care. In taking over 
the delivery systems of behavioral 
healthcare, MCOs needed and demanded 
data from providers. Confidential com
munication between a clinician and client 
was the first practice (and value) to go 
under managed care (T. Davidson & J. 
Davidson, 1995). Controls over clinical 
decisions were not far behind. Suicide 
assessments, decisions to hospitalize, 
planning for termination of treatment, 
clinical preferences for the kind of therapy 
to be employed and definitions of what be
havioral disorders are appropriate for 
treatment have all been subjected to man
aged care review and authority. Many 
MCOs even placed "gag clauses" in their 
contracts with providers to ensure that all 
infonnation about treatment remained un
der corporate control-providers could 
not inform their clients or patients of other 
treatment options if those treatments were 
not sanctioned by the MCO. Subsequently 
the comts have detem1ined that the gag 
clauses are illegal, but the symbol remains. 
MCOs, as business enterprises, are intent 
upon dominating clinicians, as healthcare 
providers. 

Wealth and disparity 
In addition, the "benefits" of managed 

care appear often to accrue in windfall 
profits to the controlling companies while 
the subscribers to managed healthplans are 
denied the very services MCOs are meant 
to manage. It is not uncommon, for in
stance, for the benefit package of a man
aged healthplan to indicate that any given 
employee could access up to twenty out
patient visits with a behavioral healthcare 
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provider over the course of a year; whereas 
the MCO could restrict the actual use of 
the benefit to one to three sessions. 2 

Meanwhile, in the l 990's (the decade of 
excess in the profit-driven managed care 
industry) stocks rose exponentially for 
many MCOs, capturing The Wall Street 
Journal headlines with titles like "Money 
machines: HM O's pile up billions in cash, 
try to decide what to do with it" (Anders, 
1994, p. A 1 ). In 1994, cash and stock 
awards to the top executives of the seven 
largest for-profit HMOs averaged $7 mil
lion; in 1996, the twenty-five highest paid 
HMO executives had an annual compen
sation of $6.2 million and $13.5 in unex
ercised stock options (Freudenheim, 1995; 
Pollack & Slass, 1998). In 1999, many 
publicly traded managed care companies 
pe1fonned poorly in tem1s of delivering 
shareholder value; but even so the top 
earning executive made $1.17 million in 
salary, $4.28 million in bonus pay and 
other compensations, as well as several 
millions in stock options (" 1999 HMO 
Executive Pay," 2000). 

During their years of exponential finan
cial expansion, MCOs insisted that their 
contracting providers submit claims up to 
a certain limited point only, even if the cli
nician or agency still judged the client to 
be in need of further services. Under such 
circumstances, those in the business of 
"caring" have often opted to extend treat
ment as much as possible even though they 
will not be reimbursed by the MCO, while 
those in the business of"managing" have 
rested secure in achieving a designated 
profit margin. Of course, other providers 
simply do less because they are paid less. 
In either regard, the MCO is determining 
limits, with a view of handsomely reward
ing itself when possible, while clinicians 
and consumers remain beholden to the lar
gesse of the company. 

The tale of providers and consumers 
being vulnerable to the economic controls 
of the MCOs applies even when the man
aged care firm declares bankruptcy. Re
cently, Harvard Pilgrim Health Care 
(HPHC), Massachusetts' largest and 
Rhode Island's third largest health main
tenance organization, went into receiver-

ship (O'Neill, 2000). The MCO, follow
ing the standard practice of delaying pay
ments to providers while cases are being 
reviewed, reached the point where it could 
not pay its contracting clinicians and agen
cies at all. Though owed for a backlog of 
previous services and with no immediate 
reimbursement for present services, these 
service providers have been ordered by the 
court to continue treating old clients and 
to accept new clients from HPHC. The 
providers may eventually be paid pennies 
on the dollar. The new, larger MCO, which 
is expected to replace HPHC as the pri
mary contractor, traditionally has made its 
profits in three ways: ( 1) reducing pro
viders' fees, (2) eliminating healthcare 
services when possible and (3) decreas
ing the size of provider panels (O'Neill, 
2000). Such "solutions" continue the 
problem of marginalized providers and 
minimized services for consumers while 
the MCOs continue their marketplace 
competitions. 

The value of cost-containment 

For all its flaws in undermining service 
values in favor of corporate insatiability, 
managed care systems can help the na
tional economy and eventually the 
healthcare industry by keeping a focus on 
restricted budgets. Fee-for-service indem
nity plans, which were characteristic of 
insurance coverage before the managed 
care era, gave incentives to doctors and 
other health professionals to bill for more 
services and contributed to runaway 
healthcare costs on a national level. Valu
able lessons gleaned from managed care 
initiatives are ( 1) fragmented systems with 
institutionally biased health facilities are 
not the best way to deliver services and 
(2) cost-containment with an emphasis
upon efficient outcomes are preferred
management methods for serving the
public's healthcare needs.

The problem with the strategies of the 
for-profit, managed care corporations is 
that the clinical tactics they insist upon 
often only cloak their own economic goals. 
The following list of commonplace behav
ioral treatment policies and occurrences 
from MCOs are clear ways-not to save 
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money-but to make money for the con
trolling M CO as contractor: ( 1) payments 
only for specific, narrowly defined, mini
mal services, irrespective of individual 
differences in pain and suffering; (2) pre
set lean conditions for referrals and au
thorization of services; (3) inconvenient, 
time-consuming telephone contacts and 
extensive paperwork requirements from 
providers; ( 4) delays in authorizing treat
ment or in reimbursing providers; (5) re
muneration for "gatekeeping" physicians 
when they dramatically reduce the num
ber of services they give and when they 
minimize referrals to specialists; (6) op
position to governmental oversight or re
view by neutral third party consumer 
groups, regarding MCOs utilization com
mittees and procedures; and (7) resistance 
to "any willing provider" laws, because 
once the MCO does not control the pro
vider panel the system is less responsive 
to the MCO's economic controls. 

Such strategies fail in several regards. 
First, a good portion of the money that is 
"saved" is merely consumed by the admin
istrative structures and shareholders of the 
respective MCO rather than invested in 
healthcare infrastructure. Second, the fo
cus tends to be on "less" care rather than 
"better" care. Third, "prevention", al
though often espoused by managed care 
advocates as a feature of their systems, 
rarely receives necessary funding or any 
sustained emphasis from the MCO (which 
is fundamentally required in mental health 
and chemical dependency interventions). 
Fourth, consumers and providers are 
treated as the "other" to be restricted or 
suppressed, rather than constituents or 
partners; MCOs have totally failed to re
alize the organizational benefits of partici
patory leadership. Fifth, the tendency of 
federal and state govenunents for over a 
decade has been to look for solutions 
within the private sector. Government, on 
both sides of the political spectrum, could 
be expected to support an industry that 
would self-impose regulations to take care 
of patients' rights and provider concerns. 
But MCOs, as a whole, have fought for 
deregulation (read: operate with impunity) 
and concluded that patient rights are too 

expensive (read: reduce profit margins). 
1998 may tum out to be a turning point 

in how managed care cost-containment 
principles are understood by employers 
and the buying public (including taxpay
ers). The drop in HMO memberships from 
50% to 4 7% of employees in American 
companies occu1Ted simultaneously with 
a rise in total employee healthcare costs 
of 6.1 % which ended five years of essen
tially flat growth as MCOs established 
economic controls nationwide (Winslow, 
1999). These juxtaposed figures illustrate 
that not only are consumers weary of re
strictive type managed healthcare plans, 
but likewise, that costs will not magically 
be restrained as corporations satisfy stock
holders and providers and consumers re
act to limitations in services. 

Industrial analysts ofMCOs observed in 
the early 1990s that the successes of many 
managed care plans in spending less for 
healthcare were based on the practice of 
risk selection or "cherry picking": em
ployees known by actuarial analyses to be 
"healthier" and therefore in need offewer 
services were the first recruits of managed 
care, while "sicker" patients were less 
likely to be enrolled in the managed 
healthplans (Light , 1992). When the ben
efits consulting firm of William H. Mer
cer, Inc. conducted their recent survey of 
falling HMO memberships, they con
cluded that the managed care promise
"if you agree we can limit your access, we 
will give you higher quality care for less 
cost" (Winslow, 1998, p. B6)-is now 
being broadly questioned by large em
ployer groups. Once the net of managed 
care services covers a broader spectrum 
of the population as it now does, simple 
restriction policies are not a good way to 
achieve cost-containment. 

Servic e restriction and behavioral 

healthcare 

In essence, the true cost savings from 
managed care come from the initial bid 
with employers or the government. For 
example, if company A traditionally spent 
$5,000 per employee on health benefits 
per year, the bidding MCO might offer a 
plan to the employer with a guarantee to 
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cover all employees at $4,750 per year but 
then only release an average of $2,000 
$3,000 for actual services during that time 
frame. The rest is managed care profit. 

A discounted, service-restricted ap
proach is pmiicularly troubling when men
tal health and chemical dependency treat
ment are the needed service. Behavioral 
treatment is not based upon high technol
ogy that a MCO might decrease and 
thereby save money. Mental illness or 
addictions are rarely overdiagnosed and 
therefore a screening visit by a gatekeeping 
physician is not an effective way to cur
tail further unnecessary treatment. The 
hard costs are in the field of service. When 
those costs are eliminated people simply 
do not get adequate care. High non-be
havioral medical cost offsets and difficult
to-trace social cost offsets typically fol
low whenever mental health and addiction 
treatments are cut back. 

Before 1989, approximately 80% of the 
money spent on psychiatric services in the 
United States came from inpatient treat
ment (Borenstein, 1996). Effective cost
containment of the future should focus 
upon various levels of care in inpatient, 
residential, home-based and acute care, 
with enough community support to sus
tain an effective infrastructure.' Theoreti
cally, MCOs could oversee this level of 
network development but to do so would 
require hands-on management and con
joint planning with providers and consum
ers, rather than the bureaucracy of remote 
financial officers with the primary goal of 
quick profits. 

Quality and the commercial ethos 
The common wisdom of a capitalistic 

society is that the buying public will even
tually insist upon an acceptable level of 
quality in whatever product is being pur
chased, including healthcare. The patient 
backlash against managed care and the 
class-action lawsuits by providers which 
characterize the latter pa1i of the l 990's 
probably attest to a degree of truthfulness 
in that wisdom. But MCOs have been 
particularly adept at securing their profit 
margins irrespective of service. 

Over and again in the l 990's, managed 

care financial gains were achieved even 
if adequate services were not provided. To 
cite a relatively mild example: In 1991, 
the State of Ohio paid an MCO (Ameri
can Biodyne) $14 million to cover mental 
health and substance abuse disorders for 
the State's employees. The MCO spent 
$4.7 million of this contract on services 
and kept $9.3 million for overhead and 
profits. An independent auditing fim1 
found problems in 30% of American 
Biodyne 's cases, most commonly a fail
ure to "properly evaluate, diagnose [and] 
treat" (Hymowitz & Pollock, 1995, A4). 
There were no mental health therapists 
available in 16% of the counties and no 
substance abuse counselors in 32% of the 
counties in Ohio. Only 3/5 of the State 
employees who were documented by the 
M CO as receiving treatment were actually 
served. Despite these objective facts, a 
spokesperson for American Biodyne ar
gued: "If you overtreat them [i.e. the pa
tients on their healthplans] some others 
won't get the treatment because of limited 
resources" (Hymowitz & Pollock, 1995, 
A4). Even with these publicized failures, 
three years later, a merged Biodyne/Medco 
company won Medicaid contracts with 
another state, Iowa, and major contracts 
with IBM and Fed Ex. By 1995, the MCO 
showed such economic promise that the 
tobacco company, R. J. Reynolds, pur
chased Biodyne/Medco (Himmelstein, 
1996). 

When Florida opened the HMO market 
for Medicaid in the early l 990's, 21 of the 
29 plans failed to meet minimal quality 
standards. Five of these managed care 
firms had overhead and profits which con
sumed 51 %-77% of their enrollees pre
miums instead of the money being put into 
service for the Medicaid recipients (Pear, 
1995). While the MCOs were benefiting 
from taxpayer dollars and operating within 
a highly deregulated industry, analysts 
observed that exorbitant lobbying fees 
were being paid to several state govern
ment officials and brokers fees were be
ing drawn from the Medicaid monies 
(Himmelstein, 1996). 

Even when there is a more reasonable 
distribution of administrative overhead 
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and service dollars, successful publicly
traded MCOs ensure that profits grow. 
This understandable feature of for-profit 
MCOs needs to be kept in perspective in 
any consideration of managed care as a 
mi ti gator for the nation's escalating 
healthcare costs. Once the competition is 
controlled or eliminated, MCOs will raise 
premiums to cover their costs just like any 
other business would. 

In 1996, the MCO with the most assets 
(United HealthCare) had premium rev
enues of$8.5 billion, a 72% increase from 
1995, which was a 46% increase from 
1994. According to their financial report 
published for that year (Financial Review, 
1998), United HealthCare's goal was to 
control its rate increases on premiums by 
1 %-2% annually, based upon anticipated 
costs the company might bear. However, 
in 1996 the costs were 3%-4% higher than 
expected. Therefore they raised premi
ums on renewal rates by 4%-5%. These 
kinds of rate increases, coupled with fee 
revenues of $1.4 billion in 1996 ( a 42% 
increase from 1995) att1ibutable to enroll
ment growth "most notably in the behav
ioral health and demand management busi
nesses" (p. 4) are characteristic of the de
velopment of the leading MCOs as eco
nomic powerhouses. By the end of the 
decade, United HealthCare (d/b/a United 
Health Group) had $17 billion in annual 
revenue through six separate health-related 
groups (Best's Review, 1999). 

There may be me1it to the viewpoint that 
MCOs can reduce waste and achieve an 
economy of scale. However, there are no 
magical formulae introduced by managed 
care fim1s where shareholders can make 
substantial profits without absorbing 
healthcare resources that otherwise could 
be applied to services.4 When taxpayer 
dollars are part of the financial mix, in the 
face of 44 million uninsured Americans, 
and the pressing need for uni versa! 
healthcare, the question of the relative 
good of managed care must be raised by 
the government and by consumers and 
then acted upon. Every dollar a MCO 
controls comes from the benefit package 
of a worker or from a taxpayer and should 
be applied judiciously for the personal and 

public good of consumers. 

Conclusion 

Much work is needed to improve 
Twenty-first Century healthcare delivery 
in the United States. Five key groups are 
required at the policy planning table to 
address the problems of the previous de
cade regarding the economic deternunants 
of managed behavioral healthcare. These 
include ( 1) insurers (MCOs included), (2) 
government regulatory bodies (federal, 
state and local authorities), (3) providers 
(represented by professional and licens
ing organizations), ( 4) employers (large 
industry and small business leaders) and 
(5) consumers (recipients and fanuly mem
bers as represented in national and local
service associations). One of the key prob
lems with the development of managed
care services in the past decade is that most
of the power to effect change has rested
with the MCOs themselves.

With MC Os acting as the defining voice 
in driving industry change, there has been 
a fusion, even a confusion, of the proper 
role of the insuring and overseeing MCO 
as contractor, clinical personnel as 
contractees and government as regulators. 
Much provider discontent with managed 
care can be understood by reference to the 
commonly held belief that the system 
which unfolded is existing for financial 
gain rather than to promote a healthy popu
lation. The lopsided power differential 
also resulted in MCOs exercising author
ity with impunity in too many instances. 
The end result is an overemphasis by 
MCOs upon making money-health ser
vices as a commodity-and not enough 
long tern1 focus on prevention, early in
tervention, continuity of care, community 
accountability, regional management, stra
tegic treatment designs for acute and long 
tem1 illnesses, improving outcomes based 
upon best-practice guidelines and concen
trating on the health status of defined 
populations. Rather, under-utilization of 
services, denial of care and overzealous 
attempts to control expenditures are the 
impressions left of managed care. 

Good financial planning is necessary for 
delivering good behavioral healthcare. But 
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the profit-driven MCOs, holding the dol
lars from employee insurance premiums 
and taxpayer Medicare and Medicaid con
tracts, tend in two directions: (I) either 
cut off funding for services as if needs no 
longer exist or (2) reduce their own risk 
by setting up capitated contracts with pro
vider groups to solve the problem on their 
own. Restricted, control-oriented funding 
or discounted, risk-free funding protect 
MCOs but do not necessarily result in the 
best healthcare system. 

The new millennium introduces an un
usual problem for the few national behav
ioral MCOs who have taken over the mar
ket. After lowering direct treatment costs 
and buying out competitors, behavioral 
healthcare on a national level has shnmk 
to approximately 3% of national 
healthcare expenditures, down from 8%-
12 % in the pre-managed care era 
(Pomerantz, 2000). Earlier predictions 
suggest the numbers of people receiving 
services may drop even lower to 1 %-2% 
(Borenstein, 1996). Pomerantz notes that 
"now that only a handful of companies 
control the field and supply cost-contain
ment for about 150 million lives, future 
business prospects appear dim" (p. 2) and 
argues that the behavioral management 
companies own self interest may compel 
them to move to more outcomes-oriented 
management strategies rather than cost 
restrictions alone. 

If MCOs do put more money into dis
ease management for designated popula
tions with mental illness and addictions, 
they will have to be more collaborative 
with providers and consumers. But any 
policy planning which gives MCOs more 
authority at this point should be suspect. 
Organizationally, the gulf between MCOs 
and providers must be bridged and the 
power differential redefined if the chal
lenges of better and sufficient care are to 
be realized on a national level. The key 
points for improving healthcare in what
ever systems evolve, is to de-emphasize 
"commerce" and resuscitate preferred cul
tural values regarding "service". 
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Notes 
1 By virtue of separate bargaining be

tween MCOs and employers or govern
ment agencies, direct service providers 
with whom managed care entities would 
eventually contract had little input on the 
terms of service as managed care was be
coming the dominant force in healthcare. 
For-profit managed healthplans estab
lished controls over the field ofbehavioral 
services in true corporate take-over fash-
10n. 

2 Once the employee goes for treatment, 
the all too common response from the 
MCO's utilization review team invariably 
is to restrict the number of sessions which 
that employee is allowed to receive, claim
ing that further treatment would not com
ply with the healthplan 's definition of 
medical necessity. 

3 Inpatient facilities need to be tied into 
the local conmmnities continuum of care, 
with flexible admission and discharge pro
cedures, and with blurring of the organi
zational lines between inpatient and out
patient providers, to allow for thoughtful, 
well-timed "step up" (more intensive/re
strictive) and "step down" (less supervi
sion/protection) treatment options. 

4 The issue for national health policy 
planners is to determine the value of the 
administrative function ofMCOs, in view 
of the services that will go underfunded 
once monies are placed in these corpora
tions. 
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Abstract 
Native Americans have often been idealized as more egalitarian than other race and 

ethnic groups today, particularly with respect to the roles of women. Using data from the 
General Social Surveys 1972-1996, we test the hypothesis that Native Americans will be 
more egalitarian than other ethnic/racial groups on attitudinal measures of gender equal
ity due to their cultural history of egalitarianism. Native Americans are not statistically 
significantly more egalitarian than whites when other variables are controlled, but Hispan
ics and Blacks have significantly lower scores. Interesting differences emerge from sepa
rate analyses of Native Americans and the other race and ethnic groups. For example, 
family income is less important for the Native Americans, while the role of keeping house 
appears to be more important. Age was less important for Hispanics. However, the 
structure of the regression equations is similar for all of the groups, with education, age, 
year of survey, religious intensity and sex emerging as the most important variables. 
Even though the Native Americans are the most egalitarian, they are influenced by these 

structural variables in much the same manner as the other groups. 

Introduction 
Native Americans are a racial minority 

category, with the same kind of experience 
base that leads scholars to analyze Afri
can Americans and Hispanic Americans 
as identifiable minority groups. However, 
much of the research on Native Americans 
has been anthropological or psychologi
cal rather than sociological in nature ( see, 
for example, Allen, 1992; Bataille and 
Sands, 1984; Billard, 1979; James, 1992; 
Katz, 1997; Lewis, 1990; Moses and Wil
son, 1985; Niethammer, 1977; Wall, 
1993 ). Although early works tended to 
treat all Indians as a homogeneous group, 
much of the recent anthropological litera
ture has stressed the heterogeneity of Na
tive Americans based on tribal differences. 
The historical accuracy of such claims not 
withstanding, it is likely that the common
ality of Native American identity in recent 
times outweighs the uniqueness of tribal 
ancestry. Indeed increases in the census 
enumeration of Native Americans may be 
linked to a rekindling of a common politi
cal and economic agenda ( Cornell, 1988, 
Snipp, 1989;Nagel, 1995). 1 

The Native American population� has 
increased dramatically in the twentieth 
century to nearly 2.0 million American 
Indian and Alaska Natives according to 
the 1990 U. S. Census of the Population. 
Demographers have suggested that a large 

proportion of the dramatic increases over 
the past decades may be attributable to 
shifts in racial identity (Passel, 1976; Pas
sel and Berman, 1986; Harris, 1994). As 
interpreted by Nagel ( 1995) this shift in 
identity may be associated with the con
cept of ethnic renewal based on a resur
gence of the political, economic, and cul
tural activities of Native Americans in the 
United States. As the Native American 
population continues to grow and Native 
Americans become increasingly visible in 
every sector of U.S. society, the need for 
sociological research focusing on these 
cultures will grow. In this research, we 
will attempt to expand the current socio
logical knowledge of the Native Ameri
can cultures by examining contemporary 
gender roles among Native Americans. 3 

While it is clear that Native Americans 
differ culturally from tribe to tribe, it is 
equally clear that relations with Europe
ans had similar impacts on the various cul
tures (Deloria and Lytle 1984; Green, 
1999). It is also apparent that, regardless 
of different cultural backgrounds, Native 
Americans share similar demographic 
characteristics (O'Hare, 1992). In spite 
of cultural differences, several nativistic 
movements such as the Pueblo uprising, 
Tecumseh's alliance, Chief Joseph of the 
Nez Perce, Wodaiwob of the northern 
Paiute and the Ghost Dance of the Plains 
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Indians are indications of shared cultural 
views. These earlier movements contin
ued into this century with peyotism and 
the Native American Church.4 

During the l 960's and l 970's many so
cial movements arose because of the fail
ure of our society to recognize the basic 
rights of minorities (Vine DeLoria, 1969). 
These movements drew attention to the 
plight of various groups as they made 
claims for equal inclusion in the industrial 
marketplace. For Native Americans, many 
of the nativistic movements coalesced into 
Pan-Indianism, which transcended tradi
tional tribal boundaries and focused in
stead on Native American culture as a 
whole. Through a variety of organizations 
such as at the National Congress of Ameri
can Indians (NCAI), Pan-Indianism con
centrated on unemployment, poverty, and 
accessibility of education including higher 
education, environmental protection, 
treaty rights, religious freedom, and cul
tural preservation (Nagel, 1996). One 
beneficial effect of the Pan Indian move
ment, as well as other civil rights move
ments, has been the resurgence of cultural 
pride at being Native American, whether 
or not tribal identity remained strong 
(Liebler, 1996). Furthermore, in his exami
nation of social change and continuity in 
Native American societies, Champagne 
( 1989) argues that institutional change will 
occur only if the preexisting social order 
is based on a collective solidarity, which 
transcends particularistic identification 
with specific tribes. This suggests that, 
while tiibal identity is valued, the continu
ance of Native American culture in the 
United States may depend on maintaining 
an inclusive Native American identity5

• 

Within this changing context the role of 
native North American women was largely 
ignored or characterized by popular cul
ture. Thus "squaws," were characterized 
as powerless servants to men, or as the 
romanticized "Indian princess," who re
jects her own cultural traditions for the 
European model of morality and love 
(Albers, 1983: 3; Jameson, 1988: 762; 
Lurie, 1972: 29; Mankiller and Wallis, 
1993: 19; Powers, 1986: 8-14). While 
early anthropological works often pre-

sented Native American women as reflect
ing European standards of behavior (see 
Leacock, 1981: 134 ), recent works fo
cused on the depth and diversity of roles 
among women in various Native Ameri
can cultures (Bataille and Sands, 1984; 
Blackman, 1989; Mankiller and Wallis, 
1993; Foster, 1995). 

Klein and Ackerman (1995: 14) in the 
introduction to their edited book present
ing chapters on gender and power issues 
in eleven different Native American cul
tures came to the following conclusion: 

A more uniform theme is that of bal
anced reciprocity. The authors in this 
volume conclude that the worlds of 
men and women were, and are, dis
tinctly different but not generally per
ceived as hierarchical. In other 11·ords, 
while there are different roles expected 
ofmen and women, neither men '.I· roles 
�or womens roles are considered su
perior; the efforts of both women and 
men are acknowledged as necessary 
for the well-being of society. 
While they do not argue that the case 

studies in their book suggest either equal
ity of the genders or superiority of one 
gender over another ( except in the case of 
the Muskogees in the Southeast), the ex
periences described illustrate that 
stereotypically simplistic dichotomies of 
public/private or domestic/economic do
mains do not fit the experiences of many 
Native American women (Klein and 
Ackerman, 1995: 14). 

Thus, in spite of cultural differences, one 
aspect of Native American culture which 
differs from other minority groups is a his
tory of egalitarianism towards women that 
the other groups do not share (Fiske, 1991; 
1995; Green, 1989; Laframboise, Heyle 
and Ozer, 1990; Foster, 1995). It seems 
clear that there was a conscious effort on 
the part of missionaries and other agency 
administrators to change gender roles to 
fit the norm of non-Indian society 
(Castillo, 1994; Fiske, 1995; Klein and 
Ackem1an, 1995: 13). It seems equally 
clear that these attempts met with varied 
success, but that, according to the con
tributors to Klein and Ackerman's ( 1995) 
edited volume, the role of women in most 
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tribes has returned to their original posi
tions of gender equality and/or gender reci
procity ( see also, Miller, 1994 ). As noted 
by Laframboise, Heyle, and Ozer ( 1990), 
" ... the current claim is not that women in 
all tribes shared equal status and power 
with men, but that the high frequency of 
egalitarian relationships has been greatly 
underrepresented." 

Additionally , the resurgence in Native 
American identity associated with a resur
gence of original cultural values may sup
port a return to traditional views of gen
der balanced roles. Presumably these 
changes would include socialization pro
cesses which would lead to different ori
entations towards appropriate roles for 
men and women in society. Given the 
preponderance of literature suggesting that 
in general Native American women were 
given equal or reciprocal status, we hy
pothesized that on measures of gender role 
ideology, Native Americans would be 
more egalitarian than other racial/ethnic 
groups. We expect this relationship will 
be impacted by a variety of other variables. 
For example, respondents living in more 
highly populated areas may score even 
higher because of their increased partici
pation outside their own culture. De
creased family size and a trend toward 
nuclear rather than extended family house
holds are associated with "modem" soci
ety; therefore those with smaller families 
should show higher scores on measures of 
egalitarianism than those with larger fami
lies. 

While the history of Native Americans 
suggests more egalitarian attitudes about 
the roles of men and women, in previous 
research Harris and Firestone ( 1998) docu
mented an ubiquitous convergence toward 
egalitarian attitudes among White, Afri
can American and Hispanic American 
women in the U.S. Thus, while we expect 
Native Americans to score more egalitar
ian on the index measuring gender role 
attitudes, we expect the views of other 
race/ethnic groups in the U.S. to be con
verging with that of the Native Americans. 
In this research, we will attempt to expand 
the current sociological knO\vledge of 
Native American cultures by examining 

contemporary gender role attitudes among 
Native Americans and comparing them to 
the attitudes of other race/ethnic groups 
in the United States. 

Sample, Variable Construction and 
Method of Analysis 

The General Social Survey (GSS) is an 
ongoing survey of social indicators. The 
survey was administered to 35,284 respon
dents between 1972 and 1996 with ap
proximately 1500 administered each year 
until 1993 , and then about 3000 in 1994 
and 1996. Block quota sampling was used 
in 1972 through 1974 and for half of the 
1975 and 1976 surveys. Full probability 
sampling was utilized for the remaining 
half of 1975 and 1976 as well as for the 
years 1977 through 1996. Weights are 
used to adjust for over sampling of Black 
respondents for the years 1982 and 1987 . 
All respondents are English-speaking per
sons 18 years of age and over who were 
living in non-institutional settings within 
the United States. These surveys contain 
a total of I 091 individuals who self-identi
fied as Native Americans for this period. 6 

An index of gender role ideology 
(SEXIDEOL), with an overall standard
ized Chronbach 's alpha of0.66 ,7 was cre
ated from attitudinal variables measuring 
the degree of egalitarianism present in the 
responses of those individuals completing 
the GSS survey (see Table I). The four 
questions used in the index are as follows: 

I. Women should take care of running
their homes and leave running the coun
try up to the men. [FEHOME] 

2. Do you approve or disapprove of a
married woman earning money in business 
or industry if she has a husband capable 
of supporting her? [FEW ORK] 

3. If your party nominated a woman for
President, would you vote for her if she 
were qualified for the job? [FEPRES] 

4. Most men are better suited emotion
ally for politics than are most women. 
[FEPOL] 

The variable responses have been 
recoded with zero representing the less 
egalitarian response and one representing 
the more egalitarian response. Index 
scores range from zero to four. An index 
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including more variables would have al
lowed a greater range in index scores and 
picked up more subtle differences between 
groups. However, the four variables in
cluded in this index were the only ques
tions asked with consistency during time 
frame analyzed. A total of 19,613 respon
dents answered the four gender role ques
tions, and of those, 623 (3%) self-identi
fied as Native Americans. 

The independent variables used in the 
analysis of gender role ideology are sex 
of respondent, race/ethnicity, year of in
terview, respondent's working status, mari
tal status, age, educational attainment, size 
of place in which interview was conducted, 
number of hours per day respondent 
viewed television, household size, and 
strength of religiosity. 8 Means and stan
dard deviations for all variables included 
in the regression model are presented in 
Table 2. 

Dummy variables were created from the 
variable working status for those respon
dents who are in the labor force full time, 
part time, and keeping house (unpaid do
mestic labor). 

Dummy variables were also created for 
marital status for married, never married 
and those either separated or divorced. 
Respondent age, educational attainment, 
year of interview, size of place of resi
dence, number of television viewing hours, 
and household size, are interval/ratio vari
ables. Additionally, family income is in-

eluded as an indicator of respondent's eco
nomic context (Ligon, 1989). Religiosity 
measures the strength of the respondent's 
religious preference. This is an ordinal 
variable with response categories of 
Strong, Somewhat Strong, and Not Very 
Strong and No Religious Preference. Ad
ditionally, dummy variables are created for 
each racial category. Upon completion of 
the first regression model, a separate 
model is initiated for each racial category. 
Comparing the original model to those 
obtained by race will highlight differences 
in effects and strengths of relationships. 

The hypothesis being testing is that Na
tive Americans will score higher than other 
ethnic/racial groups on attitudinal mea
sures of gender equality due to their cul
tural history of egalitarianism. However, 
controlling for a variety of other variables 
may impact this relationship. For ex
ample, respondents living in more highly 
populated areas should score higher be
cause of their increased participation out
side their own culture. For example, 
Lei bier (1996) found that living in areas 
with higher concentrations of Native 
Americans was a good predictor of a 
strong group identification. Most areas 
with higher densities of Native Americans 
are rural areas.9 Decreased family size 
and a trend toward nuclear rather than ex
tended family households are associated 
with "modem" society; therefore those 
with smaller families should show higher 

TABLE 1 RELIABILI TY INDICATORS FOR AN INDEX OF GENDER 
ROLE IDEOLOGY 

Total Sample Native Americans 
Standard Item to Index Item to Index 

Variables Mean Deviation Correlations Correlations 

FEHOME 0.74 0.44 0.80 0.78 

FEPOL 0.62 0.48 0.76 0.75 

FEWORK 0.77 0.42 0.59 0.58 

FE PRES 0.84 0.37 0.66 0.65 

Total cases =19,613; Standardized Alpha = .66 
Number Native Americans = 623; Standardized Alpha = 0.63 
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scores on measures of egalitarianism than 
those with larger families. 

Increased education would be indicative 
of increased participation in modem soci
ety; therefore education should be posi
tively related to measures of egalitarian
ism. Respondents who are employed out
side of the home should score higher than 
those who are not because employment 
status is indicative of the degree of par
ticipation in the modernization process. 
Higher income levels indicate greater par
ticipation in the industrial marketplace; 
therefore income should be positively re
lated to egalitarianism. Whether living in 
urban or rural areas, women should score 
higher than men on measures of egalitari
anism because it is in their interest to do 
so to attain full equality in the industrial 
market place. Native Americans will score 
higher on measures of egalitarianism than 
other minority groups because of their past 
cultural history of egalitarianism. White 
respondents will score higher than all other 
groups by virtue of their longer participa
tion in the industrial market place. As time 
increases, the number of individuals 
brought into the modernization process 
should increase. Therefore, there should 
be a positive relationship between year and 
measures of egalitarianism. 

Married and widowed individuals are 
hypothesized to score lower on measures 
of egalitarianism by virtue of their pa1tici
pation in a traditional behavior pattern. 
Divorced and never married individuals 
are expected to score higher on egalitari
anism due to their nontraditional behav
ior patterns. We expect egalitarian atti
tudes to be more prevalent for younger re
spondents because of their more active 
participation in the processes of modern
ization. The impacts for religion should 
vary depending on the respondent's race/ 
ethnicity. Religiosity measures the inten
sity of one's religious feelings, but does 
not depend on Christian beliefs. Since 
religion of various forms has been such 
an integral part of the lives of Native 
Americans, those respondents who are 
Native Americans should show increased 
levels of egalitarianism as religious inten
sity increases. The Christian religion has 

been prominent for the other racial groups 
in our analysis. Because Christianity has 
been associated with traditional gender 
role beliefs, religious intensity should be 
negatively related to egalitarian attitudes. 

Television viewing allows individuals to 
become part of the modernization process 
even if they are not actively participating 
in the industrial market place. The effect 
of television viewing time should be in
teresting since longer television viewing 
time is usually associated with acceptance 
of traditional gender role stereotypes and 
few hours of television viewing time may 
not be sufficient to indoctrinate those in
dividuals who are isolated from modem 
media images. 

Findings 
Figure l displays the mean values of gen

der role ideology for each race/ethnic 
group controlling for whether they lived 
in a rural or urban environment. Impor
tantly, Native Americans score most egali
tarian with respect to gender role ideol
ogy when compared to Whites, Blacks and 
Hispanics. Interestingly, those living in 
urban environments display the most egali
tarian gender roles among all race and eth
nic groups, including Native Americans. 

Further analyses of the means of the vari
ables used in the regression shows that the 
groups analyzed are homogenous with re
spect to sex of respondent, working sta
tus, and marital status (see Table 2). Edu
cational level is lowest for Hispanics and 
Native Americans, with both being less 
likely than other groups to have completed 
high school. With respect to the amount 
of time spent viewing television, Black re
spondents watch television more fre
quently than other groups while White and 
Asian respondents watch less frequently 
than other groups. Hispanics appear to 
have the largest household size, but the 
difference from other minority group re
spondents is not large. White respondents 
have the smallest household size. 

There are a few variations between the 
groups when correlations are examined for 
each group separately. 

10 When compar
ing the correlations of races or ethnicities 
to those of Native American respondents, 
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Figure 1 Mean Gender Role Scores by Race and Ethnicity* 

DTotal 

•Rural

DUrban 

2.00 2.20 2.40 2.60 2.80 3.00 3.20 

White Black Hispanic 
Native 

American 

D Total 3.07 2.89 2.84 3.14 

8 Rural 2.64 2.58 2.50 2.69 

D Urban 3.07 2.89 2.85 3.14 

'' Mean differences in sex role ideology scale by race/ethnicity significant at p < .01 (F=7.33, df= 5, 19607). 
Mean differences by race and ethnicity for urban areas, statistically significant at P < .OJ (F=J4.35; df= 5, 
15447). Mean differences by race and ethnicity for rural areas not statistically significant (F = 0.83, df = 5, 
4155). 

no significant difference exists with regard 
to the variables year, education, age, fam
ily income, full time work status, being 
never married, keeping house or vocabu
lary score. Respondent's sex was not sig
nificant for White, Other, or Native Ameri
can respondents. Community size, house
hold size, part-time work status, and tele
vision viewing hours were only significant 
for White respondents. Finally, religious 
intensity was not significant for Native 
American or Hispanic respondents. 

Regression Results 
The results of multiple regression equa

tions are summarized in Table 3. In the 
regression model that includes all racial 
categories the adjusted R Square value in-

dicates 22 percent of the variability in the 
gender role index score is explained by 
the independent variables. When analyz
ing the effects of the independent variables 
for each racial category separately, the 
adjusted R square value varies. For White 
respondents, 23 percent of the variation 
in index score is attributable to the inde
pendent variables. Twenty-one percent of 
Black respondents' variation in index 
score is attributable to the variables in the 
regression equation. Over twenty percent 
of the variation in index score for Hispan
ics can be attributed to these variables. 
Finally, 20% of the variation in score for 
Native American respondents is explain
able by the independent variables. Though 
not presented in Table 3, regressions were 
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also completed for those identifying as 
"other" racial groups and for those identi
fying as Asians. About 25% of the varia
tion is explained for "Other" respondents, 
however this figure should be treated with 
caution since there were only 132 respon
dents in this category. About 18% of the 
variation is explained for Asians, however 
once again, these results should be treated 
with caution as the number of cases is only 
163. 

The significance level of F is less than 
0.0 I in all equations so there is a statisti
cally significant relationship between the 
variables in our model. The values ofMul
tiple R indicate that the relationships are 
substantial for all races/ethnicities sepa
rately, as well as when analyzed together. 

In the equation containing all racial cat
egories, the variable that is most strongly 
related to the gender ideology index is 
respondent's education. This relationship 
is of moderate strength and is positive in
dicating that as years of education in
creases, respondents expressed more 
egalitarian gender role attitudes. When 
the regression equation is computed for 
each racial category separately, the 
strength of the relationship with education 
remains positive, but varies somewhat in 
strength. The relationship is strongest for 
Whites and Hispanics (Beta = .23 for both 
groups) and weakest for Blacks (Beta = 
.15 ). The strength of the relationship be
tween education and the gender role in
dex for Native Americans falls between 
these values (Beta = .18 ). Education is 
the most important factor for Whites, and 
tied with year survey was completed as 
the most important factor for Hispanics. 
For Native Americans education was the 
second most important predictor of gen
der role attitudes, based on the Betas, and 
for Blacks it was the third most important 

The variable vear of survey exhibited a 
moderate relationship with the index. As 
indicated above, year tied with education 
as the most important predictor for His
panics, was the second most important pre
dictor for Blacks, tied with education as 
the second most important variable for 
Native Americans, and was the third most 
important predictor for Whites. Thus, in-

dependent of all other variables in the 
equation, those responding in more recent 
years exhibit more egalitarian gender role 
beliefs for all groups. Sex of respondent 
is the second most important variable in 
the regression model for Hispanics, al
though it drops to fourth in importance for 
Native Americans and Blacks, and to sixth 
most important for Whites. It is also fifth 
in the model for the total sample. 

Age is significant and strong for all mod
els although it is far less important for His
panics (Beta = -.12) than the other groups. 
For Native Americans (Beta = -.19) as well 
as for Blacks (Beta = -.22) age is the stron
gest predictor of gender role attitudes. In 
all cases, the relationship with gender role 
ideology is inverse� the older the respon
dent, the more traditional the expressed 
beliefs about appropriate roles for men and 
women. Because this finding is counter 
to our expectations, we investigated fur
ther. 

We compared the predicted gender role 
attitude scores of individuals with charac
teristics typically associated with very tra
ditional views about the roles of men and 
women. First, we solved the regression 
equations for married men sixty-five years 
old, with a high school education who are 
no longer in the labor force for all race/ 
ethnic groups included in our analysis (all 
other variables were set at their mean val
ues). On average, Native Americans in 
this group exhibited more egalitarian gen
der role attitudes (predicted score, 2.65) 
than did White, non-Hispanics (predicted 
score, 2.60), Hispanics (predicted score, 
2.57) or Blacks (predicted score, 2.49). 
This pattern is reinforced by examining 
the predicted scores for married 25 year 
olds employed full time with a high school 
degree (Native Americans- 3.27, Whites 
- 3.17, Blacks - 3.13 and Hispanics -
3 .0 I). Thus, while the overall pattern for
age may be the same ( on average, older
individuals have more traditional views),
among comparably situated individuals,
Native Americans seem to hold more
egalitarian attitudes than members of the
other race/ethnic groups included in the
analysis.

Famiz}' income was a significant, but 



72 Volume 28, Number 2, November/December 2000 Free Inquiry in Creative Sociology 

weak predictor of gender role beliefs for 
Whites, Blacks and Hispanics, but was not 
significant for Native Americans. The re
lationship for Hispanics is strongest (Beta 
= .09) followed by Blacks (Beta = .08). 
Overall, the gender role index score had a 
negligible relationship with each category 
of Marital Status. When considering each 
race/ethnicity separately, being married or 
separated/divorced were significant for 
Whites, and being married was significant 
for Blacks and Whites. 

Full-time or Part-time working status 
was not significant for any of the models. 
The relationship between being a full time 
homemaker and the gender role measure 
is significant for all groups except Hispan
ics, with homemakers expressing more tra
ditional views. The relationship, however, 
is not significant for Hispanics. Keeping 
House has the strongest impact on Native 
Americans (Beta = -.15) and is ranked 3'd 
in importance as a predictor. The next 
strongest impact is for Whites (Beta = -
.09) , and is 5th in importance. Thus, re
spondents who are White, Black, or Na
tive American and are full time homemak
ers have more traditional expectations 
about gender roles. 

The Beta values for intensity of religous 
beliefs are weak, significant and negative 
in all models. Interestingly, religious in
tensity has the weakest relationship to gen
der role ideology for Blacks. While the 
relationships are negligible in strength, 
they are consistent with the prediction that 
the stronger the religious intensity a re
spondent espouses, the more traditional 
his/her gender role attitudes. This nega
tive relationship holds up for Native 
Americans, contradicting the hypothesis 
of a positive impact of religiosity in this 
cultural context. This finding may result 
from only a small number of Native 
Americans in this sample practicing tra
ditional nativistic religions. 

The variable household size was not sig
nificant in any of the models. This find
ing indicates that there is little va1iation 
in gender role attitudes that can be attrib
uted to the number of people residing in a 
respondent's home. The number of hours 
spent viewing television was significant 

only for the overall equation and for Black 
respondents; however in both of the latter 
models the strength of the relationship is 
negligible. It would appear that number 
of hours spent watching television is not 
an important variable for predicting gen
der role attitudes among the various race/ 
ethnic groups included. 

Conclusions 

We first proposed that Native Americans 
would score higher than other racial/eth
nic groups on measures of egalitarianism, 
but that this relationship would be medi
ated by other variables. Initial evidence 
shows that Native Americans do indeed 
have the most egalitarian views about gen
der roles. While our primary hypothesis 
is suppo1ted, Native Americans are not 
significantly more egalitarian than Whites 
when other variables are controlled. 
Blacks and Hispanics, however, are sta
tistically significantly less egalitarian in the 
regression model. 

Some interesting differences emerge 
from separate analyses of Native Ameri
cans and the other race and ethnic groups. 
Family income is less important for the 
Native Americans, while the role of keep
ing house appears to be more impo1tant. 
Age has about the same influence as a pre
dictor of gender role attitudes for Native 
Americans, Blacks and Whites, but was 
less important for Hispanics. However, a 
comparison of the specific regression 
equation predicted scores for older, mar
ried, high school educated men, who are 
not in the labor force illustrates that the 
older Native Americans are still predicted 
to be the most egalitarian. The younger 
Native American men employed full-time 
are also predicted to have the highest 
score. This suggests more egalitarian cul
tural values with respect to gender roles 
among most Native Americans than the 
other race and ethnic groups. 

Even so, some of the hypotheses linked 
to traditional Native American culture are 
not supported. Those identifying them
selves as most strongly religious have 
more traditional gender role attitudes 
among the Native Americans as well as 
the other groups. The negative coefficient 
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for age does not suggest that elders are 
promoting a tradition of egalitarian atti
tudes about appropriate roles for men and 
women. In fact, the structure of the re
gression equations is similar for all of the 
groups, with education, age, year of sur
vey, religious intensity and sex emerging 
as the most impo11ant variables. Even 
though the Native Americans are the most 
egalitarian, they are influenced by these 
structural variables in much the same man
ner as the other groups. 

It should be emphasized, however, that 
it is unlikely that many of the Native 
Americans in this sample are living in tra
ditional Native American communities or 
on reservations. While those on reserva
tions have a chance of being included in 
the sample in proportion to their represen
tation in the population (Davis and Smith, 
1996), this includes only a small number 
of cases and there is no variable to iden
tify whether or not the respondents live 
on a reservation. Further research in such 
communities would be valuable in order 
to more clearly identify the cultural dy
namics influencing the egalitarian gender 
role attitudes demonstrated in this analy
sis, and any possible variations in these 
attitudes among different Native Ameri
can groups. 

Of course it is important to remember 
that individual attitudes do not always re
flect behaviors, nor does egalitarianism 
negate current problems. Native Ameri
cans today continue to suffer from high 
rates of alcoholism, crime, mental illness, 
unemployment, and poverty. Native 
American women "have consistently been 
the lowest paid, lowest ranked, most un
employed segment of the national work 
force (Green, R, 1992, see also Green, 
D.E., 1999)."

Women, regardless of racial or ethnic
differences, confront many of the same 
issues in daily life. As Mary Crow Dog 
( Crow Dog and Erdoes, 1990) asserts, Na
tive American women are victims of 
double jeopardy -- oppressed by race and 
ethnicity as well as by sex. These experi
ences should bind women together and 
make the movement toward egalitarianism 
a stronger and more cohesive effort. It is 

obvious from this research that there has 
been some progress toward egalitarianism 
among all race and ethnic groups. On the 
whole, though, women still face con
straints both within and outside of the 
home ( Green, 1999; Miller, 1994; Fiske, 
1995). 

In 1980, Rayna Green commented that 
"For Indian feminists every women's is
sue is framed in the larger context of Na
tive American people .... Their call is for a 
return to Native American forms which, 
they insist, involve men and women in 
complementary, mutual roles (p.264)." 
Our findings indicate that a return to tra
ditional ways in all its forms may not be 
necessary to reinforce egalitarian gender 
role attitudes. As the contexts in which 
different race and ethnic groups live be
comes more similar over time, attitudes 
among group members may also converge 
(Harris and Firestone, 1998). As the role 
of women becomes openly integrated into 
all aspects of society (not focused exclu
sively on the home) views about the ap
propriate roles of men and women are be
coming more egalitarian and more simi
lar regardless of race or ethnicity. Our 
findings suggest that beliefs about appro
priate roles for men and women among 
most Native Americans may have come 
full circle back to ideas of gender reciproc
ity and/or gender equality. Additionally, 
the views of other race and ethnic groups 
in the United States may be catching up 
with the traditional views ofNative Ameri
cans. 
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Nqtes 
Unfortunately, tribal affiliation is not 

available in the General Social Surveys to 
allow a clear test of this contention. Think
ing that region of origin might loosely get 
at tribal identification, in one regression 
analysis for the Native Americans we in
cluded dummy variables for eight areas 
where the respondents were living at age 
16 (REG 16). Only those in the East North 
Central (including Wisconsin, Illinois, In
diana, Michigan and Ohio) were statisti
cally significantly different from the omit
ted category of South Atlantic and there 
was virtually no change in the adjusted R2 

(0.176 vs. 0.179). We concluded that re
gion at age 16 did not add substantially to 
the analysis and for parsimony we have 
left the region variables out of this pre
se1;1tation. 

-Some anthropologists estimate that the
indigenous population of North America 
totaled between 900,000 and 1.15 million 
prior to European contact, while other es
timates are much higher (Snipp, 1992). 
According to Snipp ( 1992), the estimate 
of 1.15 million as proposed by 
Smithsonian anthropologists Mooney and 
Kroeber is too low; however, it is unclear 
by how much. Snipp notes that other re
search has yielded population estimates of 
4.4 million (Denevan) and 18 million 
(Dobyns). Due to warfare, genocide, and 
disease, the Native American population 
had dropped to 250,000 by the end of the 
niljleteenth century (Snipp, 1992). 

· Native American respondents to the
General Social Survey experienced the 
same regional trends as other racial/eth
nic groups in measures of liberalism and 
conservatism. Specifically, all racial/eth
nic groups tend to be more liberal in New 
England, Mid-Atlantic, Mountain, and 
Pacific regions. Because they follow these 
same patterns, Native Americans will be 
considered as a single racial/ethnic group 
rather than by region, which might be a 
pn?xy for tribal affiliation. 

We thank reviewer Michael Lauderdale 
for pointing out that these earlier move-
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ments were also Pan Indian and point to a 
shared cultural perspective. 

, This does not preclude multiple iden
tification-as Native American and as a 
member of a specific tribe. Liebler notes 
that about 90% of respondents to the 1990 
census who identified themselves as 
American Indian also identified them
seJves as members of a particular tribe. 

Before completing the analysis, we 
matched the profile of Native American 
respondents in the NORC/GSS to the pro
file of Native Americans as depicted by 
the U.S. Census. For both the GSS and 
the Census, 1980 was used as the base for 
which comparisons were made. A major
ity of Native Americans reside in urban 
areas, however, the percentage of urban 
dwellers is higher in the NORC/GSS. The 
1980 census further revealed that 55.8 
percent of Native Americans 25 and over 
were high school graduates; the GSS fre
quency for this group is 57.5 percent which 
is slightly higher. Finally, the ratio of 
males to females is very close for both the 
U.S. Census and the GSS. These com
parisons seem to indicate that the Native 
American respondents in the GSS are rep
resentative of the Native American popu
lation. 

7 

According to Robinson, Shaver and 
Wrightsman ( 1991 ), a coefficient alpha of 
.60 - .69 describes a "moderate" level of 
internal consistency for an index. 

· Originally, number of correct responses
on the vocabulary test was included in the 
analysis to test for language ability. How
ever, including this variable excluded 
about half of the Native Americans in the 
analysis and did not impact the overall 
findings, so vocabulary score was ex
cluded from the final analysis. Native 
American respondents follow White re
spondents in vocabulary score with a mean 
of 6.38. This result would seem to pre
clude any language barriers for Native 
Ai;perican respondents. 

Of course there are exceptions; urban 
areas located in states with high concen
trations of Native Americans may also 
have equally high concentrations. Ex
amples include Oklahoma City, OK, Sioux 
Falls, SD, and Milwaukie, WI. 

1
° Correlation matrix available from 

authors on request. Examination of the cor
relation coefficients indicated no problems 
with multicollinearity. 
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eFICS Sociological Practice 
work experiences/applications 

eFICS Teaching Sociologv 
art and craft of teaching/classicstudies/emerging topics 

eFICS Social Commentary 
sociologically based criticism/new social pehnomena 

See the FICS webpage at www.ou.edu/special/freeinq for further information. 

Contact Susan Medina at freeinquii:y@ou.edu if you have additional questions. 



Gender Differences Related to Interest in Participation in 
Intercollegiate Athletics: Another Look at Title IX 

Jerome C. Weber, Myrna Carney, and Jeff Frazier, University of Oklahoma 

Abstract 

Since 1972, Title IX of the Education Amendments has required that institutions elimi
nate all vestiges of discrimination in education based on an individual's sex. This has 
come to be known as gender equity. In the area of intercollegiate athletics the determina
tion of how to achieve gender equity has been problematic and, at times, contentious. 
These are not simply abstract issues, since, in many institutions, large numbers of dollars 
are involved. 

Recently, court ruling have held that the most appropriate way to determine if gender 
equity has been achieved is by means of the criterion of proportionality. This criterion 
holds that an institution should provide essentially the same opportunities for participa
tion of female athletes in its athletics program as female students represent in the under
graduate student body. In a challenge to this criterion, Brown University argued that such 
a measure was inappropriate in that it assumed that female students were as interested 
in participating in intercollegiate athletics as male students. The court ruled that this was 
not an essential element of proportionality, and that if opportunities were provided, women 
would eventually utilize those opportunities. However, the question of how male and 
female students compare in terms of their interest in participating in intercollegiate athlet
ics has not been studied. 

"771e single most important influence on 
what we feel about another person is 
whether that person happens to be a man 
or a woman. We have fixed ideas about 
what men and women are like, and about 
,vhat constitutes 'typical' masculine and 
feminine behavior" (Nicholson, 1984) 

Introduction 
In 1972 the Congress enacted legislation 

intended to eliminate all vestiges of dis
crimination in education based on an 
individual's sex, intending to achieve what 
we now refer to as gender equity. The en
abling legislation was Title IX of the Edu
cation Amendments of 1972. This legis
lation reads in part: 

"No person in the United States shall, 
on the basis of sex, be excluded ji-om par
ticipation in. be denied the benefits of: or 
be subjected to discrimination under any 
educational program or activizv receiving 
federal financial assistance ... " ( Kaplin
and Lee, 1995). 

The legislation addresses the time frames 
for implementation and finally, describes 
exceptions that may exist for institutions 
which are religiously affiliated and for 
which " ... the application of this subsec-

tion would not be consistent with the reli
gious tenets of such organizations." Title 
IX originally was associated with " ... many 
activities and areas including admissions, 
student activities and 01ganizations, stu
dent [services}. .. all institutional mies and 
policies, treatment of students, publica
tions.facilities, housing and employment." 
(Durrant, 1992, p. 60). Lazerson ( 1996) 
states that Title IX is viewed as either a 
villian or a hero, depending upon one's 
view as to whether the impact is to create 
more opportunities for female students, or 
result in fewer opportunities for male stu
dents. Guenin ( 1996) points out that ini
tially there was confusion about whether 
Title IX applied to athletics because the 
scantiness of the language did not specifi
cally mention equal opportunity or athlet
ics. In 1984 the U.S. Supreme Court ruled 
that Title IX applied only to program re
ceiving direct federal funds. However, in 
1988 Congress specified that Title IX ap
plied to " ... all aspects of an educational 
institution '.s· programs. including athletics, 
if am· part of it received federal fimds." 
(Suggs, 2000, p. A56). 

Although many of the goals originally 
intended by the Congress have been real-
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ized, questions still remain almost thirty 
years since the passage ofTitle IX. Many 
of these questions relate specifically to 
athletic participation and the associated 
opportunities which schools should pro
vide for women. As with most legislation 
aimed at changing the ways in which indi
viduals and groups behave, it takes years 
and, predictably, court challenges before 
the intent of the legislation evolves into 
practices that are widely understood, 
agreed upon and fully implemented. 
While the goal of gender equity has re
mained clear, and while Title IX is under
stood as the mechanism to achieve this 
goal, confusion and disagreement continue 
to exist as to how to determine when in
stitutions have achieved compliance. Re
gardless of how well-intended the indi
vidual institution, coach or athletic direc
tor may be, there remains a lack of clarity 
as to what gender equity means and should 
mean, and how to achieve that elusive 
goal. 

The initial attempts to implement Title 
IX produced a broad array of daunting 
questions. Even assuming a real desire to 
achieve gender equity, it was not always 
clear how to proceed. For example, did 
the law mean that an institution was re
quired to spend the same number of dol
lars on women's athletics as on men's? 
Was the number of sports, the number of 
scholarships, the number of dollars or the 
number of participants an appropriate 
measure? Did the law absolutely require 
a quantifiable definition of gender equity? 
Did exactly the same sports have to be 
offered to both men and women? Did each 
sport offered to male students have to have 
an analog in a sport offered to women stu
dents? If the decision was that it was ei
ther inappropriate or unnecessary to have 
a women's counterpart for each men's 
sport, what about the pa11icipation of in
dividual women in traditional "men only" 
sports? Could a woman try out for the 
football team? Was it different if the 
woman was a potential kicker as opposed 
to a potential lineman (lineperson?)? 
What about a woman trying out for the 
wrestling team? Should the "revenue 
sports" (i.e., men's basketball and football) 
be exempt from the intent of the legisla-

tion since they were the sports which, by 
definition, produced the revenue that 
helped support the other sports, both men's 
and women's, offered by the athletic de
partment? The questions proliferated, and, 
with the passage of time, answers to most 
were worked out in practice. As would 
be predicted, most women were not basi
cally interested in playing football or wres
tling, but in having the oppo11Unity to com
pete against other women in such sports 
as swimming, gymnastics, soccer, tennis, 
basketball, softball and others. 

At the same time as some of these ques
tions were being resolved, resistance to 
Title IX evolved, based largely on finan
cial considerations. If athletic budgets 
were relatively fixed and now had to be 
stretched to accommodate a whole new 
group of participants, the former "haves" 
were in danger of becoming "have nots" 
and responded predictably. With this re
sistance, the need to have a clear measure 
of when gender equity was achieved, or 
even if an institution was moving in the 
right direction, became more acute. 

The criteria which evolved to detem1ine 
compliance required a university athlet
ics program to meet at least one of three 
tests: I) having a history and continuing 
practice of expanding athletics opportu
nities for women; 2) demonstrating suc
cess in fully and effectively meeting the 
interests and abilities of female students; 
or 3) providing approximately the same 
percentages offemale athletes and female 
undergraduates. Given the resistance to 
Title IX based upon its financial impact, 
and the fact that two of three criteria were 
difficult if not impossible to quantify, it 
was predictable that the criterion of per
centage would come to dominate the dis
cussion of compliance. Thus, the discus
sion of whether an institution's athletics 
program is in compliance with Title IX is 
largely determined by what has come to 
be known as substantial proportionality; 
that is, the institution should provide es
sentially the same opportunities for par
ticipation of female athletes in its athlet
ics program as female students represent 
in the undergraduate student body. 

The most recent issue which has arisen 
as a result of this focus on proportionality 
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was demonstrated in the case of Brown v. 
Cohen which was filed in I 992. In this 
case Amy Cohen, a Brown undergraduate 
and member of its women's gymnastics 
team, filed suit in federal court claiming 
she and other women had been discrimi
nated against when the university cut sup
port for its women's gymnastics and vol
leyball teams as part of a series of budget 
cuts that affected two men's teams as well. 
The argument made by the plaintiffs was 
" ... that Brown was required to fund all 
viable womens sports or continually ex
pand opportunities for women until gen
der parity is achieved on the varsity level." 
(Mahoney, I 998) A lower-court judge 
found that the university was in violation 
of Title IX, and the First Circuit upheld 
that judgment. The case was appealed to 
the U.S. Supreme Court with the univer
sity claiming that, if the decision were 
upheld, colleges would have to either 
eliminate men's sports or spend unreason
able amounts of money on women's sports. 
The university's counsel of record argued 
that the measure used - proportionality -
was not an appropriate measure of insti
tutional compliance. Her argument was 
that women have less interest in partici
pating in athletics and thus the criterion 
of proportionality to determine gender 
equity in athletic programs is inappropri
ate. 

In an article describing her views to a 
lay audience, Maureen E. Mahoney, 
Brown's attorney in the case, describes the 
issue as follows: 

"Title IX should not be read to prohibit 
a varsitv program that is 60% male at a 
university ·where half the students are 
·women for the same reason that we do not
prohibit a collegiate dance program that
is 90%/emale or an engineering program
that is 70% male. Who would advocate a
ruling requiring colleges that receive ap
plications fimn 100 qualified dancers - 75
·women, 25 men - to set aside 25 spaces

for men and 25 spaces for women to en
sure gender balance in a program with 
room for 50 dancers? Is it fair to struc
ture that dance program so that it affords 
qualified men afar greater chance of par
ticipating and guarantees that many more 
qualified women ll'il! be excluded? Thats 

not equal opportunity, that�- preferential 
treatment - which Title IX express�v says 
is not required." (Mahoney, I 998) 

The Supreme Court refused to hear 
Brown's appeal, thus letting the lower 
court ruling stand. In analyzing this se
quence of litigation, it is important to note 
that the general conclusion is that the 
courts believe that if athletic opportuni
ties for women exist in sufficient number, 
interest in participation will grow. After 
all, the argument goes, men have had a 
much longer period of time to develop in
terest in participating in athletics since they 
have always known that the opportunity 
to do so was available. This might be 
viewed as the "If you build it they will 
come" scenario. While the relationship 
between opportunity, interest and partici
pation can be postulated, it has not been 
demonstrated. However, the argument 
regarding differences in interest in athletic 
participation between men and women has 
also not been demonstrated, but only 
speculated upon. Thus, it seems important 
to determine if men and women have the 
same level of interest in participating in 
intercollegiate athletics as an important 
step toward establishing more equitable 
practices related to proportionality and 
participation opportunities for male and 
female students. 

Since the criterion of proportionality has 
evolved as the primary basis for determin
ing if an institution is in compliance with 
Title IX, it seems reasonable to address 
the underlying question of whether women 
have the same level of interest in partici
pating in intercollegiate athletics as men. 
If this assumption were supported by avail
able data, the criterion of proportionality 
as currently interpreted in the Cohen v. 
Brown case would seem clearly appropri
ate. If, however, this underlying assump
tion is not valid, it may be necessary to 
address the question of whether different 
levels of interest in athletic participation 
between men and women should influence 
institutional requirements for gender eq
uity, and, if so, how those requirements 
might be modified. For example, if men 
and women students differ in their inter
est in participating in intercollegiate ath
letics, institutions might be required to 
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monitor those data annually to determine 
what would be, at a given point in time, 
equitable levels of participation opportu
nities for men and women students. 

Given the great size of athletic depart
ment budgets, the impact of finances on 
number and types of athletic teams avail
able to men and women college students, 
the great visibility of intercollegiate ath
letics and their importance to their spon
soring institutions, as well as the long his
tory associated with the dete1mination of 
what the phrase "gender equity" means in 
this regard, this is an important question 
to address and resolve. 

This article reports a study undertaken 
by the authors that was designed to pro
vide real data that would provide at least 
a pa11ial answer to the questions raised in 
this discussion. The purpose was to sur
vey the members of a freshman class at 
The University of Oklahoma to deten11ine 
if they had participated in varsity athlet
ics at the high school level, and also to 
determine if, given the opportunity, they 
would be interested in participating in in
tercollegiate athletics. These questions 
were embedded in a larger questionnaire 
regularly given to incoming freshmen stu
dents who participate in the summer ad
vance enrollment program run by the uni
versity. 

Methodology 
The University of Oklahoma, like many 

other institutions, conducts an extensive 
summer advance enrollment program for 
incoming freshmen students. In this pro
gram, students are asked to respond to a 
number of issues so that they can be com
pared with national data. Demographic 
information is also collected so students' 
responses can be compared on such vari
ables as gender, ethnicity, high school 
background, etc. As part of this process, 
students were asked if they participated 
in high school athletics, and if they would 
be interested in participating in athletics 
at the college level. The freshman class 
consisted of3,224 students, 1,576 ( 48.8%) 
of whom were men and 1,648 ( 51.2%) of 
whom were women. However, not all in
coming freshmen students are required to 
go through the advance enrollment pro-

gram. Of the total of 3,224 students in 
the freshman class, 2,710 (84%) partici
pated in the advance enrollment program 
and turned in completed questionnaires 
upon which the results of this study are 
based. Of the total number of men in the 
freshman class, 82.5% participated in the 
advance enrollment program and thus par
ticipated in this study, while 85.6% of the 
total number of women in the freshman 
class participated in the advance enroll
ment program and this study. 

The specific items to which the students 
were asked to respond were as follows: 

I) While in high school, I participated
in varsity athletics: Yes No 

2) If the opportunity arose, I would be
interested in participating in a varsity sport 
at O.U. (The students answered using a 
five-point Like11 scale with responses 
ranging from "Strongly Agree" to 
"Strongly Disagree.") 

Results and Discussion 
The data in Table I show that freshmen 

men had a significantly higher rate of par
ticipation in varsity athletics in high school 
than freshmen women. Over one-half 
(55%) of the total freshmen students indi
cated they had participated in high school 
varsity athletics. Of the male freshmen, 
the percentage who had participated was 
62%, while for the female freshmen, the 
percentage who had participated was 49%. 

The data in Table 2 represent the re
sponses of all male and female students to 
the question of interest in participation in 
intercollegiate athletics. Fifty percent of 
the male students agree or strongly agree, 
while only twenty-three percent of the fe
male students answered in this manner. 

The data in Table 3 show the responses 
of male students who had been high school 
varsity athletes vs. female students who 
had been high school varsity athletes re
garding interest in participation in inter
collegiate athletics. Almost twice as many 
males ( 41 % ) strongly agreed that they 
would be interested in participating in col
lege varsity sports if the opportunity arose 
than did females (22% ). Almost three 
times as many females (20%) strongly dis
agreed with this item than did males (7%). 

The data in Table 4 shows the same sig-
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nificant differences between male and fe
male level of interest in competing in var
sity athletics at the collegiate level when 
non-high school varsity athletes are com
pared by gender. Three times as many 
non-athlete males (27%) strongly agreed 
or agreed that they would be interested in 
participating in college varsity sports than 
female non-athletes (8%). 

The data in Tables 5 and 6 clearly indi
cates that past participation in high school 
varsity sports has an impact in level of in
terest in participating in college varsity 
sports. Both male and female high school 
varsity athletes indicated a higher level of 
interest in participating in college spo11s 
than did the male and female non-athletes. 

Table 1: Male vs. Female High School Varsity Athletic Participation 

While in high school, I participated in varsity athletics. 

Yes No Mean sd t 

Males 801 (62%) 499 (38%) 1.38 .49 
Females 696 (49%) 714 (51%) 1.51 .SO 

Total 1,497 (55%) 1,213 (45%) 1.45 .so 6.46* 

*p<.0001

Table 2: Male vs. Female Students' Interest in Participating in Intercollegiate 
Athletics 

If the opportunity arose, I would be interested in 
participating in a varsity sport at OU. 

Strongly Agree 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 
Strongly Disagree 
Mean 
sd 
t 

*p<.0001

Males 

373 (29%) 
271 (21%) 
247 (19%) 
190 (15%) 
216 (17%) 

2.70 
1.44 

Females 

175 (12%) 
160 (11%) 
284 (20%) 
286 (20%) 
506 (36%) 

3.56 
1.39 

Total 

548 (20%) 
431 (16%) 
531 (20%) 
476 (18%) 
722 (27%) 
3.15 
1.48 

15.81 * 

Table 3: Male Athletes' vs. Female Athletes' Interest in Participating in College 
Varsity Sports 

High School Athlete: Did participate in high school varsity sports. If the 
opportunity arose, I would be interested in participating in a varsity sport at OU. 

Male Female Total 
HS Athletes HS Athletes HS Athletes 

Strongly Agree 324(41%) 152 (22%) 476 (32%) 
Agree 186 (23%) 124(18%) 310 (21%) 
Neutral 143 ( 18%) 154 (22%) 297 (20%) 
Disagree 86 (11 %) 129 (19%) 215 (14%) 
Strongly Disagree 56 ( 7%) 136(20%) 192 (13%) 
Mean 2.20 2.96 2.56 
sd 1.27 1.42 1.40 
t 10.91 * 

*p<.0001 
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Table 4: Male Non-Athletes' vs. Female Non-Athletes' Interest in Participating in 
College Varsity Sports 

Non-High School Athlete: Did not participate in high school varsity sports. If the 
opportunity arose, I would be interested in participating in a varsity sport at OU. 

Male Female Total 
non-Athletes non-Athletes non-Athletes 

Strongly Agree 49 (10%) 22 ( 3%) 71 ( 6%) 

Agree 84 (17%) 36 ( 5%) 120 (10%) 
Neutral 103 (21%) 129 (18%) 232 (19%) 
Disagree 103 (21%) 156 (22%) 259(21%) 
Strongly Disagree 160 (32%) 368 (52%) 528 (44%) 
Mean 3.48 4.14 3.87 
sd 1.35 1.08 1.24 
t 9.43* 

*p<.0001

Table 5: Male High School Athletes' vs. Male Non-High School Athletes' Interest 
in Participating in Intercollegiate Athletics 

Strongly Agree 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 

If the opportunity arose, I would be interested in 
participating in a varsity sport at OU. 

HS Athletes Non-Athletes 

324(41%) 49 (10%) 
186(23%) 84 (17%) 
143 (18%) 103 (21 %) 

86 (11 %) 103 (21%) 
Strongly Disagree 56 ( 7%) 160 (32%) 
Mean 2.20 3.48 
sd 1.27 1.35 
t 

*p<.0001

Total 

373 (29%) 
270(21%) 
246 (19%) 
189 (15%) 
216 (17%) 

2.70 
1.44 

17.02* 

Table 6: Female High School Athletes' vs. Female Non-High School Athletes' 
Interest in Participating in Intercollegiate Athletics 

Strongly Agree 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 

If the opportunity arose, I would be interested in 
participating in a varsity sport at OU. 

HS Athletes Non-Athletes 

152 (22%) 22 ( 3%) 
124 (18%) 36 ( 5%) 
154 (22%) 129 (18%) 
129(19%) 156 (22%) 

Strongly Disagree 136 (20%) 368 (52%) 
Mean 2.96 4.14 
sd 1.42 1.08 
t 

*p<.0001

Total 

174 (12%) 
160(11%) 
283 (20%) 
285 (20%) 
504 (36%) 

3.56 
1.39 

17.57* 
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Conclusions 

The data in this study show that fresh
men male students differ significantly 
(p<.0001) from their female counterparts 
in regard to the degree to which they par
ticipated in varsity high school athletics 
and the degree to which they might be in
terested in participating in intercollegiate 
athletics. Further, the data also show that, 
for both male and female students, their 
interest in participating in intercollegiate 
athletics is associated with whether or not 
they participated in varsity high school 
athletics. In other words, the male stu
dents participated in high school varsity 
athletics more than their female counter
parts, and they were more interested in the 
possibility of participating in intercolle
giate athletics. Both male and female stu
dents were more likely to be interested in 
intercollegiate athletic participation if they 
had been high school varsity athletes. 
These results seem logical in light of the 
longer history during which males have 
been encouraged to participate in athlet
ics. 

However, perhaps the most striking ob
servation regarding participation rate in 
high school varsity athletics is that almost 
half ( 49%) of the females surveyed indi
cated that they had participated in high 
school varsity athletics. While the males' 
participation rate ( 62%) was significantly 
greater, it is not unreasonable to conclude 
that the impact of Title IX has been dra
matic in increasing participation rates 
among women. Further, it is also not un
reasonable to speculate that, at least at the 
high school level, the participation rates 
for females in high school varsity athlet
ics might be expected to equal that of 
males in the not-too-distant future. 

For students overall, the difference in in
terest in participation in intercollegiate 
athletics is also significant, but far more 
striking with 50% of the men indicating 
they agreed or strongly agreed that they 
would be interested in participating in in
tercollegiate athletics, while only 23% of 
the women expressed such an interest. In 
other words, regardless of whether they 
participated in high school athletics or not, 
men arc more than twice as interested in 
participating in intercollegiate athletics. 

When these responses are divided among 
those men and women who participated 
in high school athletics vs. those who did 
not, the gender differences remain. For 
those with high school varsity experience, 
a total of 64% of the males expressed in
terest or strong interest in intercollegiate 
athletics, while only 40% of the females 
expressed such an interest. For those with
out high school varsity experience, a total 
of 27% of the males expressed interest or 
strong interest in intercollegiate athletics, 
while only 8% of the females expressed 
such an interest. Finally, for both male 
and female students, interest in participa
tion in intercollegiate athletics is greatly 
increased for those who participated in 
high school athletics. 

Looking at these outcomes, it is possible 
to see a pattern evolve. For students over
all, these figures indicate that male stu
dents are a bit more than twice as inter
ested (50% vs. 23%) in participating in 
intercollegiate athletics as women. For 
students without high school athletics ex
perience, male students are more than three 
times as interested (27% vs. 8%) in par
ticipating in intercollegiate athletics as 
women. For students with high school ath
letics experience, male students are 
slightly more than half again as interested 
(64% vs. 40%) in participating in inter
collegiate athletics as women. In other 
words, it appears that although men cer
tainly seem more interested in participat
ing in intercollegiate athletics than women, 
that difference narrows if they have had 
the opportunity to participate in high 
school athletics. If further studies should 
determine that these results are widely 
applicable, one might reasonably conclude 
that as women students move toward eq
uity in high school athletic participation, 
they may also be expected to move toward 
equity in their level of interest in partici
pation in intercollegiate athletics. In other 
words, the "If you build it they will come" 
scenario may indeed be reasonable. 

As with any such study, one must make 
assumptions regarding the respondents' 
accuracy and honesty in reading, interpret
ing and responding to the questions. How
ever, in this case the questions were 
straightforward and it is reasonable to as-
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sume that few, if any, questions as to mean
ing should have arisen. While the present 
study is based on a rather large number of 
responses, questions of external validity 
must also be raised. The University of 
Oklahoma is a large (>20,000), public in
stitution in a specific region of the coun
try. In addition, it is an institution with a 
tradition of athletic excellence that has 
long been a source of pride on a statewide 
basis. Since the percentage of incoming 
students who are state residents is, like 
most state universities, quite high, it is rea
sonable to assume that a large percentage 
of its freshman class would be aware of 
this tradition, possibly increasing their in
terest in athletic participation at the inter
collegiate level. Thus, it may not be ap
propriate to make direct extrapolations of 
the data from this study to other types of 
institutions in other areas of the country. 
On the variables of size, source of fund
ing, region and athletic tradition, The Uni
versity of Oklahoma and, as an example, 
Brown University are quite different in
stitutions and further study may indicate 
that the results of this study are institution 
type-specific. However, as an initial ef
fort designed to test the question of 
whether men and women differ in their 
interest in participating in intercollegiate 
athletics, this data answers that question 
affirmatively. 

Finally, it should also be noted that the 
"If you build it they shall come" argument 
can be seen as supported by the data in 
this study. Given the fact that male stu
dents participated significantly more in 
high school varsity athletics than females, 
coupled with the fact that interest in par
ticipating in intercollegiate athletics is as
sociated with high school sports partici
pation for both men and women, it is logi
cal to guess that if more athletic opportu
nities were available to women in the years 
before they enter college, their interest in 
participating when they come to college 
would also increase. Almost three decades 
after the landmark passage of Title IX, it 
appears that questions remain as to how 
to best achieve, and measure, gender eq
uity, a goal that is both the law of the land 
and in the best interests of all students and 
institutions. 
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Two Worlds of University Life: 
Role Conflict among Residential Students 

and Commuters on a Newly-Residentialized Campus 

Dena R. Samuels, Richard L. Dukes, Mitchell LaCost 
University of Colorado at Colorado Springs 

Abstract 
This study examined the extent to which commuters and the first cohort of residential 
students occupied separate worlds of university life due to differences in role conflict. 
The population of the first cohort of residents (n = 109) and a random sample of commut
ers (n = 121) were compared on demographics, use of facilities, and social interaction. 
Residents were more involved in campus activities, and used campus facilities more. 
Residents reported a greater number of interactions with other students. Commuters 
were less integrated into the campus due to role conflict from heavier off-campus respon
sibilities and time constraints. Suggestions for mitigating role conflict and meeting the 
needs of these distinct groups are presented. 

Introduction 
There is a relationship between the liv

ing situations of college students and their 
satisfaction with their college experience. 
Research suggests that several factors con
tribute to a more favorable college expe
rience. Some of these factors are: strong 
links between student and faculty (Boyd 
1997; Villella, Widener 1997; Vieira 
1996), quality of teaching, involvement in 
student activities, and social interaction 
(Chebator 1996; Meredith 1985). If sat
isfaction with the college experience is the 
goal, then the question this research at
tempts to address is: are the afore-men
tioned social factors more easily attained 
by students if they live on campus or if 
they commute to campus? 

Separate Worlds 
Living on campus involves students in 

an environment that is quite different from 
the environments of commuters. Although 
studies suggest that grade point average 
is positively affected by having a com
muter status as opposed to living closer to 
campus (Delucchi 1993), and that tradi
tional students tend to be relatively more 
anxious about their academic performance 
( Dill, Henley 1998 ), results from national 
samples show that residents are more sat
isfied with their campus environment than 
commuters ( Schroeder, Mable 1994 ). 
This may be at least partially attributed to 
the fact that social events have more of an 

influence on traditional students than on 
commuters (Dill, Henley 1998). Prior re
search has shown that those who are nearer 
to activities are more likely to participate 
in them (Graham, Verma 1991; Glynn, 
Pugh, Rose 1990; Ostro, Adelberg 1976). 
Furthermore, quantity of social activities 
strongly predicts happiness (Cooper, 
Okamura, Gurka 1992). 

In addition, there is a plethora of re
search which suggests that proximity has 
a profound effect on one's social life not 
only in terms of participating in activities, 
but also in terms of interpersonal relation
ships. As physical distance between 
people lessens, the likelihood of social in
teraction increases (Adams 1985-6), and 
the likelihood of being chosen as a friend 
increases (Festinger, Schachter, Back 
1950; Yarosz, Bradley 1963; Ebbesen, 
Kjos, Konecni 1976; Adams 1985-6; 
Latane et al. 1995). Finally, Rook ( 1987) 
demonstrated that friendship was a strong 
predictor of social satisfaction. 

It is also interesting to note that students 
living on campus are less likely to experi
ence conflict with other students than com
muters are (Lundgren, Schwab 1979). 
Furthermore, residential living has been 
positively associated with personal growth 
(Pascarella, Terenzini 1980; Welty 1976) 
and personal adaptation and well-being 
(N osow 197 5 ). These concepts, then, 
point to the idea that simply by their liv
ing situation, residents are more likely to 
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be more involved in social activities on 
campus, and more likely to have more 
friends on campus. Again, this paves the 
way for a higher level of satisfaction with 
their college experience, as compared with 
commuters. 

Most prior research has not made dis
tinctions among various types of commut
ers and residents. At residential colleges 
and universities, traditional students have 
moved from the home of their parents in 
another community to residence halls on 
campus. As they matriculate, these stu
dents move just off-campus. At commuter 
campuses, most students live with parents, 
friends, or with their own spouses and chil
dren. Most of these students hold jobs, 
and they commute to campus in cars or on 
public transportation. 

Commuters, therefore, experience more 
role-conflict than traditional, residential 
students because they must balance "sev
eral important and demanding roles" 
(Jacoby 1989: 62). Although the status of 
"student" necessitates perfom1ing multiple 
roles ( termed "role set" by Merton 1968) 
such as: researcher, learner, classmate, 
writer, etc., most commuters add to their 
list of roles exponentially with each addi
tional status. This includes, but is not lim
ited to their often demanding responsibili
ties in their roles in the home (Dill, Henley 
1998), which most residents do not have 
to address. Commuters' access to partici
pation in campus functions and extra-cur
ricular activities usually is limited by con
straints of time and distance. Furthem1ore, 
conunuters report more financial problems 
than residents (Chickering 1974). Exi
gencies of work, family, school, and the 
commute that links them can collide. The 
result is a harried life in which all "non
essential" activities are swept aside. 

Research Setting 
The University of Colorado at Colorado 

Springs (UCCS) became a campus in 
1965. By 1996, it had grown to 6,000 stu
dents (4,000 FTE), but it had neither hous
ing on-campus nor any appreciable off
campus housing within walking distance. 
In Fall, 1996, the campus opened resi
dence halls for 300 residents, and 215 stu-

dents occupied these new facilities. Ba
sic services for residential students still 
were being created as students moved in. 
For example, parking lots were not com
pleted; in fact, new buildings obliterated 
existing parking lots which, consequently, 
meant a more controlled residential envi
ronment for research purposes, since the 
residents had little access to get off cam
pus. Unfortunately, other effects could not 
be controlled. Residents and commuters 
were likely to be different in demographic 
characteristics and in the degree of role 
conflict, so these variables were measured 
in an attempt to understand how they af
fected the lives of students. 

Predictions 
1) Residents were predicted to be tradi

tional students: younger (Rebellino 1997), 
having earned fewer units toward gradua
tion, taking fewer courses, and working 
fewer hours per week than conmmter stu
dents (non-traditional). 

2) Even though the campus could not yet
offer a complete residential experience, 
residents were predicted to participate far 
more in campus activities than commut
ers (Graham, Verma 1991; Glynn, Pugh, 
Rose 1990; Ostro, Adelberg 1976). 

3) Residents were predicted to have a
greater number of social contacts with 
other residents ( and with conmmters) than 
commuters (Adams 1985-6). Further
more, residents were predicted to consider 
the campus a greater part of their social 
lives than commuters. 

4) Residents were predicted to be less
concerned about parking than commuters, 
based on the fact that the lack of parking 
spaces significantly impacts how much 
time a conunuter needs to get to campus 
before class, since they would have to 
leave enough time to find a space. 

Methods 

Sample and Participants 
The population of residents (N = 215) 

and a simple random sample of under
graduates (n = 215) were contacted via 
mail beginning in November, 1996. A 
total of 109 residents responded, 45 men 
( 41 % ) and 64 women ( 59% ). A total of 
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121 commuters responded, 52 men (43%) 
and 68 women (57%). The overall re
sponse rate was 53%. The mean age of 
the respondents was 24.78 (SD = 8.08), 
and the median age was 21. 

Materials 

The survey packet contained a cover let
ter that explained the purpose of the study 
and sought infom1ed consent. The packet 
also contained a three-page survey instru
ment and a business reply envelope that 
was addressed to a research center on cam
pus housed in the Sociology department. 

Respondents reported their use of 31 
campus facilities during the first 11 weeks 
of the semester. Seven items dealt with 
the extent to which campus life was a part 
of the respondent's social life. A demo
graphic item asked about the living situa
tion of the respondent. Responses were 
divided into the following five categories: 
1) resident having a permanent address
within Colorado Springs (n = 40), 2) resi
dent having a pem1anent address outside
Colorado Springs (n = 69), 3) commuter
living with parents (n = 29), 4) commuter
living with friend(s)/roommate(s) (n = 28),
5) commuter living with family ( e.g.,
spouse/children) (n = 64 ). Other demo
graphic items asked about age, gender, and
ethnicity. Finally, an open-ended question
asked respondents their biggest concern
about UCCS.

Procedures 

In early November, 1996, packets of 
wave I were mailed to everyone in the 
sample. After two weeks, a reminder post 

card was sent. The card thanked respon
dents who had returned their question
naires, and it urged non-respondents to 
reply. After the winter break, complete 
materials were sent to non-respondents in 
wave 2. Response rates are presented 
above. 

Results 
Resident and Commuter Characteristics 

The means on Table 1 show that ages of 
both residential groups and commuters 
who lived with parents were about 20 
years, but the ages of commuters who lived 
with friends or family were over 27 years. 
Using the .E-ratio, the differences among 
the five means were statistically signifi
cant (p_ < .001 ). 

The means on Table 1, row 2, show that 
residents and commuters who lived with 
parents were taking more semester hours 
( about 13) than were commuters who lived 
with friends or family (between seven and 
eight). Also, both groups ofresidents and 
commuters who lived with parents had ac
cumulated between 30 and 40 semester 
hours, but commuters who lived with 
friends or family had accumulated over 50 
semester hours. Using E both of these 
relations were statistically significant (p_ 
< .00 I). Finally, the two groups of resi
dents worked less (< 16 hours) than the 
three groups of commuters (>23 hours). 
The differences among the means were 
statistically significant (p_ < .00 I). 

Prior to the analyses below, the possible 
correlations between semester units, 
length of commute, hours worked, and 
gender on dependent measures of use of 

Table I. Differences Among Mean Ages, Current Academic Hours, 
Academic Hours Completed, and Hours Worked per Week 

for Five Types of Residential and Commuting Students 

Permanent Address: Lives With: 
Resident Resident Commuter Commuter Commuter p 

(Within City) (Outside City) (with Parents) (with Friends) (with Family) 

Age 21.33 19.68 20.41 27.39 33.40 .001 
Current Hours 13.50 13.78 12.55 7.65 7.74 .001 
Total Hours 38.94 31.06 38.90 52.39 58.93 .001 
Hours Worked 15.50 11.27 23.83 32.39 27.00 .001 
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facilities, social contacts, and perception 
of campus problems were investigated. 
No statistically significant relations were 
found, so analysis of variance was used to 
examine differences in means of depen
dent variables (DVs) across the five cat
egories of residents/commuters (IV). 

Use of Facilities 
Principal components analysis resulted 

in 11 factors that represented 29 items on 
use of campus facilities (see Appendix A). 

The scales shown on Table 2 were cre
ated by weighting items by their loading 
on a factor and adding them. The sums 
were divided by the number of items so 
that entries presented in Table 2 were 
roughly comparable to each other. 

While the means on Table 2 showed 
greater use of Special Services (Factor I) 
by residents, results were not statistically 
significant. It was not surprising that for 
the next three factors, Residential Services, 
Sports, and Residence Halls, results 
showed greater use by residents, since 
these facilities were connected with resi
dential life. Differences among the means 
were statistically significant for all three 
analyses (p_ < .00 l ). No statistically sig
nificant differences among means were 
observed for Use of Library/Science Labs, 
Advising, or Bookstore/Communication 
Help Labs. The Student Success Center 
and the Arts were used more by residents 

(p_ < .05). No significant difference among 
means was observed for the Math Center. 
Commuters who lived with friends, and 
commuters who lived with family ap
peared to use day care more than the other 
groups, but large variation within groups 
prevented these differences from being 
statistically significant. 

Social Interaction 
Residents considered the campus to be 

part of their social Ii ves far more than com
muters did, and results were statistically 
significant ( see Table 3; p_ < .000 l ). Fur
thermore, residents had many more con
tacts with residents than conmrnters did 
(p_ < .05). Residents also had more con
tacts with commuters than commuters did, 
but due to large within group variation, 
the difference was not statistically signifi
cant. 

Problems 
Conunuters were twice as likely (42%) 

as residents (21%) to voice that parking 
was their "biggest concern about the Uni
versity of Colorado, Colorado Springs" 
(see Table 3). While few respondents cited 
costs of college education as a problem, 
15% of resident respondents who listed a 
pennanent address in Colorado Springs 
cited costs as a problem. This percentage 
was five or more times higher than the 
percentage for the other groups, and the 

Table 2. Significant Differences Among Factor Scores for Use of Campus 
by Five Types of Residential and Commuting Students During 

the First 11 Weeks of the Fall Semester 

Permanent Address: Lives With: 
Resident Resident Commuter Commuter Commuter p 
(Within City)(Outside City) ( with Parents) (with Friends) (with Family) 

Special Serv. 1.96 2.82 .98 1.25 .78 NS 
Resident Serv. 2.87 3.04 .04 .02 .02 .0001 
Sports 2.03 5.01 .58 1.08 .04 .0001 
Resid. Halls 24.71 24.83 .44 .26 .09 .001 
Lib/Sci Lab 10.78 10.68 I0.46 8.68 7.30 NS 
Advising .36 .40 .22 .29 .51 NS 
Help Labs 1.41 1.58 1.45 .77 1.52 NS 
Success Center 1.60 .54 .17 .14 .16 .05 
Arts .19 .19 .06 .08 .05 .05 
Math Center .55 .65 .62 .25 .18 NS 
Daycare .02 .00 .00 1.57 2.06 NS 
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differences among means were statisti
cally significant (12 < .0 I). 

Discussion 
Residents and commuters have different 

activities, and they live in distinct social 
worlds that have varying amounts of role 
conflict. Part of this separation was a re
sult of proximity. 

Proximity 
Residents were more likely to use some 

of the facilities on campus and to get in
volved in campus activities because these 
amenities were close to "home." The in
dependent effects of proximity were sepa
rate from those of differences in stage of 
life cycle and work and family roles, as 
shown by similarities throughout the study 
between residents who had a permanent 
address in Colorado Springs and commut
ers who lived with their parents. Further
more, on many dimensions, including de
gree of role conflict, those commuters who 
lived with parents were midway between 
residents and commuters who lived with 
friends or with spouse/children. 

Another interesting group was residents 
who had a permanent address in Colorado 
Springs. These students were older than 
other residents, and had accumulated more 
semester hours. Why would non-tradi
tional students want to live on-campus, a 
place which has been considered more 

appropriate for younger students, and one 
that is constrained by rules, regulations, 
and even a curfew? Many of these stu
dents may have been commuters who pre
ferred the idea of leaving their parents' 
house to live in a dorm, fulfilling the de
sire to be "on their own" and perhaps to 
lessen role conflict involving family obli
gations to parents and siblings. Further, 
based on the high rates of renting an apart
ment in Colorado Springs, it is likely that 
many residents chose the campus life for 
sheer financial reasons. It is not surpris
ing that more of these students considered 
costs of college education to be a prob
lem than students in the other groups. 

Matriculation 
Of course, differences between commut

ers and residents went deeper than prox
imity, and results pointed to more funda
mental differences between the groups. 
Residents and commuters who lived with 
parents were taking more courses, but they 
had not accumulated as many semester 
units as commuters who lived with friends 
or spouse/children. Advanced courses 
were smaller, and many of them were of
fered only in the evening once per week. 
This scheduling issue highlights the like
lihood that more commuters are on cam
pus taking classes in the evening (after 
work) than residents: another distinction 
between the two groups, and something 

Table 3. Differences in Perception of Social Life, Number of 
Social Contacts Per Week, and Perception of Campus 
Problems for Five Types of Residents and Commuters 

Permanent Address: Lives With: 
Resident Resident Commuter Commuter Commuter p 
(Within City)(Outside City) (with Parents) (with Friends) (with Family) 

Campus as part 
of social life 4.15 
No. of Contacts 
with Residents 36.78 

No. of Contacts 
with Commuters 76.98 

Parking cited 
as a problem .22 
College costs 
as a problem .15 

4.33 

32.29 

26.04 

.20 

.03 

2.10 2.03 

2.72 1.03 

5.27 5.68 

.52 

.00 .00 

1.50 .0001 

.91 .05 

7.04 NS 

.42 .01 

.03 .01 

.32 
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to consider in terms of commuter's inabil
ity to participate in campus activities in 
the evenings during the week. Students 
taking fewer, but more advanced courses 
that met less often would be expected to 
be on campus less, to use some facilities 
less, to have fewer social contacts, and to 
have a greater problem parking. 

Social Interaction 
Another theoretical difference between 

commuters and residents stems from the 
fact that, as predicted, commuters had 
fewer social contacts than residents. Per
haps the difference goes beyond mere time 
constraints, and points instead to the way 
each group conceives of social interaction 
on campus. It is possible that residents 
view contact with others, and the act of 
establishing relationships, as part of a goal 
of their college experience. In fact, 
Moffatt ( 1989) states that residential stu
dents claim that fifty percent of their "to
tal college education" takes place outside 
the classroom. Based on their relatively 
more complex lives and greater role con
flict, commuters, on the contrary, might 
view contact with others as more of a time
consuming hindrance to their objective of 
acquiring their degree. 

Stage of the Lifecycle 
A fourth explanation of observed differ

ences was stage of lifecycle. Residents 
rarely were parents, but among commut
ers, many were parents, and many com
muters lived with their parents. Thus, their 
role conflict was higher. This fact was il
lustrated graphically by the fact that while 
commuters took about half as many 
courses, they worked more than twice as 
many hours as residents. Furthermore, of 
the 121 commuters, 64 (53%) lived with 
spouses/children, so they were at least 
partially responsible for l) maintaining a 
household, 2) contributing to financial 
support of others, and 3) caring for a 
spouse and/or children. This surplus of 
responsibilities carried a much greater 
potential for role conflict, and it served as 
another broad explanation of observed 
differences between residents and com
muters. In retrospect, role conflict should 

have been measured more directly by ask
ing specifically about the cross-pressures 
of work, family, and school. 

Conclusion 

Based on the research previously cited 
regarding the social factors which can con
tribute to a more satisfying college expe
rience: involvement in student activities 
and social interaction, it seems that the new 
residents at UCCS might have a more posi
tive experience in store for them. 

Given the high level of role conflict that 
most commuters face, their challenge is 
to create effective means to deal with their 
myriad of responsibilities. One sugges
tion is offered by Vanderzanden ( 1988): 

"One ,vay to handle role conflict is 
to subdivide or compartmentalize 
ones life and assume only one of the 
incompatible roles at a time. For in
stance, college students may attempt 
to segregate their school and home ex
periences so they do not have to stage 
their behavior before their parents and 
peers simultaneously" (pp. 94-95). 
Merton ( 1968) called these concepts of 

compartmentalization and segregation, 
"insulation". He suggested "insulating" 
one role from another by taking them on 
at different parts of the day, thereby alle
viating some of the strain or conflict asso
ciated within or between specific statuses. 

Another effective solution to dealing 
with role conflict is to establish priorities. 
Continuously choosing which role is most 
important and demands immediate atten
tion might help to organize one's time, and 
potentially alleviate stress. Another help
ful option would be for universities to pro
vide, and students to utilize, facilities such 
as childcare centers on campus that are 
easily accessible and inexpensive. In ad
dition, the availability of work-study pro
grams might help to reconcile students' 
conflicting demands. 

Another question that this research raises 
is whether the addition of residence halls 
to a long-time commuter campus inevita
bly creates inequality between the univer
sity and/or residents on one side, and com
muters on the other. Based on the inher-
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ently greater needs of the residents (for 
food, shelter, entertainment, etc.), the ad
ministration must give residents relatively 
more money and attention. Further, for 
the residents, the university is not only a 
place to learn, but also their home, often 
making their allegiance to the school stron
ger. 

Early research suggests, in fact, that 
prejudice has been shown by college ad
ministrators toward commuters (Foster et 
al. 1977). If future research shows that 
these attitudes still exist, and are wide
spread, how will this potential inequality 
be perpetuated against the commuters, 
many of whom have been loyal students 
of the university long before the residents 
came along? Will the needs of commut
ers be taken as seriously as those of the 
residents? 

An example of this competition is the 
parking situation on campus. In addition 
to a loss of existing parking lots by the 
construction of new residence halls, the 
addition of residents meant the loss of sev
eral hundred "prime" parking spaces be
cause residents were permitted to park 
their cars in these spots overnight. The 
result is that not only commuters, but also 
residents, cited an emerging and pressing 

problem that became rancorous. Fortu
nately, it did not further divide the stu
dents, but it points out pitfalls of growth 
and change. 

Additionally, the introduction of a resi
dent population creates the need for a 
wider spectrum of services on campus. 
Given tight budgets, priorities are neces
sary, at least in the shori run. One sugges
tion would be to focus on the "life" needs 
of the residents while providing the com
muters with only the necessary services 
they have found, through research such as 
this, that commuters actually make use of. 
Research, such as the present one, can 
identify facilities and activities that are 
used by students in all groups, and the 
identification of five student groups seems 
to represent a more effective way of group
ing students for assessment of needs. It is 
clear that the structural mentality of the 
administration must be one of flexibility 
and continual inquisitiveness in order to 
fulfill its role of meeting the needs of each 
group. It is important to note, however, 
that by their very nature, the needs of each 
group may keep conunuters and residents 
segregated and competing for facilities and 
activities. 

Appendix A 

[[ 

III 

IV 

V 

YI 

Factors and Factor Loadings 

Special Services 

Resident Services 

Sports 

Residence Halls 

Lib./Science Support 

Advising 

Student Employment (.84) 
Activities and Special Events (.85) 
Computing Services (.69) 
Weight Room (.74) 
Game Room (.78) 
Laundry (.66) 
Lounge (.68) 
Intercollegiate Player (.74) 
Intercollegiate Spectator (.72) 
Intramural Player (.60) 
Use of Sports Facilities (.86) 
Dormitory Suites (.81) 
Dormitory Food Service (.81) 
Student Health Center ( .66) 
Library ( .66) 
Science Learning Center ( .67) 
Science Labs (.58) 
Parking (.60) 
Student Support Center: Advising (.86) 
Language Leaming Center (.89) 
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Appendix A Continued 

VII Book./Comm. Support Bookstore (. 71) 
Writing Center (.81) 

VIII 
IX 

Student Success 
Arts 

Oral Communication Center (.55) 
Student Success Center 
Theater (.74) 

X 
XI 

Math Leaming Center 
Daycare Center 

Art Galle1y (.47) 
Mathematics Leaming Center 
Daycare Center 
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Building Political Muscle for Kids: 
A Case Study of Child Advocacy in Oklahoma 

Anne Roberts, Oklahoma Institute for Child Advocacy 
Catalina Herrerias, University of Oklahoma 

Abstract 

The purpose of this article is to provide a case study of child advocacy in the legislative 
arena in the State of Oklahoma by a private, not-for-profit advocacy organization. Spe
cifically, this article (1} describes the events leading to the creation of the Oklahoma 
Institute for Child Advocacy (OICA}, (2) presents an effective strategy developed by OICA 
to engage a wide range of public and private stakeholders in an exercise to establish a 
children's legislative agenda for state legislators in advance of their legislative session 
each year, and (3) articulates the essential lessons learned during the process of formu
lating the children's legislative agenda. The approach discussed in this article is one of 
legislative advocacy as a way of benefiting large groups of children and youth across 
service settings. 

Improving the lives of children 
takes more than saying the right 
things, kissing the right babies at a 
political rally, or showing up in the 
right places. I t  takes a focused 
agenda based on facts. It takes bold
ness. It takes action. It takes child 
advocacv. National Associa
tion of Child Advocates 2000 

Introduction 
"Children are our most precious re

source" is a commonly asserted truth ut
tered by political figures and not neces
sarily during an election year. The tire
less efforts of child advocates at the lo
cal. state, and federal levels have collec
tively made important inroads to the capi
tol houses, county commissions, and city 
councils across the United States. Denny 
et al. ( 1989) accurately assessed that 
among others, advocacy groups had be
gun to recognize the significance of"de
veloping effective, long-range strategies 
for influencing legislative policy making 
on federal and state levels (276)." Yet 
for every child advocate, there are count
less other special interest groups who are 
competing for attention to and priority 
for their issues, as well as vying for scarce 
dollars. 

Background 
The concept of child advocacy is rela

tively recent and is an outgrowth of the 
children's rights movement. Hawes ( 1991) 
cites the children's rights movement began 
as early as 1641 with Massachusetts' "stub
born child" law. Others place its roots in 
the "child saving era" of the late 1800 's to 
early l 900's (Cahill 1986; Herbert, Mould 
1992; Litzelfelner, Petr 1997; Tompkins 
et al 1998). Some of the benchmarks of 
the children's rights movement include but 
are not limited to the National Child Labor 
Committee of 1904, the series of White 
House Conferences on children and youth 
beginning in 1909, and the creation of the 
U.S. Children's Bureau in 1914 (Hawes 
1991 ). Other significant milestones include 
Aid to Dependent Children Program as part 
of the Social Security Act in 193 5; federal 
prohibition of "oppressive child labor" in 
the Fair Labor Standards Act of 1938; 
Brown vs. Board of the Education in 1954; 
the first child abuse reporting law enacted 
in Colorado in 1963; In re Gault, where the 
U.S. Supreme Court ruled in 1967 that ju
veniles are due equal protection under the 
law; and the Child Abuse Prevention and 
Treatment Act (P.L. 93-24 7) and the Juve
nile Justice and Delinquency Prevention 
Act (P.L. 93-415), both enacted in 1974 
(Hawes 1991; NACA 2000). Two more 
recent pieces of legislation affecting nearly 
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half million children in foster care were 
the Adoption Assistance and Child Wel
fare Act of 1980 (P.L. 96-272) and the 
Adoption and Safe Families Act (P.L. I 05-
89 ) in 1997 , which require permanency
planning efforts and shifts the focus from 
family preservation to permanency, respec
tively (Kadushin, Martin 1988; NACA 
2000). 

Child advocacy has no single definition, 
hence its implementation assumes differ
ent forms. Some define child advocacy as 
using public power and pressure toward 
improving the lives of children (Hawes 
1991; Herbert, Mould 1992; Riley 1971 ). 
Others define advocacy in terms of inter
ventions on behalf of children to avert harm 
or injury resulting from inadequate pro
grams, services, or policies (Cahill 1986; 
Kahn et al 1973). Tompkins et al. (1998) 
characterize child advocacy as" ... repre
senting the personal and practical needs 
and requirements of children where/when 
the children and their natural advocates 
cannot ably represent themselves in fulfill
ment of those personal and practical needs 
(4)." 

Schneider and Lester (200 I) call for a 
new definition of advocacy that includes 
the use of understandable words and con
cepts, observable and empirically verifi
able dimensions, specific boundaries to the 
activity, focused proactive engagement and 
actual doing, and applicable to every set
ting in which advocates find themselves. 

Another aspect of child advocacy is the 
approach, which Litzelfelner and Petr 
( 1997) say is either case or class advocacy. 
The latter is also known as social or cause 
advocacy. Case advocacy refers to speak
ing on behalf of or directly representing 
and supporting an individual; whereas, the 
class advocacy relates to working to effect 
a change on behalf of a group. Schneider 
and Lester (200 I) refer to four types of ad
vocacy: client, cause, legislative, and ad
ministrative. Legislative advocacy in
forms legislators at local, state, or federal 
levels about new problems and " .. . seek 
support and resources for disadvantaged 
persons, can raise public expectations 
about the rights and needs of all citizens 
(242)." Administrative advocacy is de-

scribed as either agency leaders who en
gage themselves or their organizations in 
advocacy activities and/or internal orga
nizational advocates that work toward ef
fecting change for employees or consum
ers. 
Court appointed special advocate 

(CASA) is one example of case or client 
advocacy that began in Seattle in 1977 
(Litzelfelner, Petr, 1997). These individu
als, or CASAs as they are referred to, are 
citizen volunteers who are specially trained 
and carry very low caseloads (Poertner, 

Press, 1990). The National CASA Asso
ciation statistics show that there are cur
rently 926 programs, which include 26 
active tribal programs with a total of 
442 ,000 volunteers throughout the United 
States. Locally, the Oklahoma Associa
tion of CASA has 25 programs including 
three tribal ones and a total of914 volun
teers (Naukam 2000). Research has dem
onstrated that CASAs are effective in avert
ing foster care re-entry, increasing the like
lihood that a child is adopted, and provid
ing continuity due to the service longevity 
of its volunteers (Litzelfelner, Petr 1997). 

An example of class advocacy is dis
cussed in an historical essay by Trzcinski 
(forthcoming), when a class action lawsuit 
(Terry D. et al., vs. L.E. Rader et al.) was 
f iled by Legal Aid of Western Oklahoma, 
the American Civil Liberties Union, and 
the National Youth Law Center citing un
acceptable conditions in the state's 
children's institutions. It took almost 
twenty years to ameliorate the alleged con
ditions in the lawsuit. Legislative advo
cacy is what numerous lobbyists and or
ganizations accomplish across the U.S. 
when they present their special interests 
group's agenda to legislators and legisla
tive staffers. The most easily recognizable 
form of administrative advocacy is found 
in the role of the ombudsman, which is 
found in social service organizations, 
health care facilities, and universities to 
name a few. 

Schneider and Lester (200 I) urge a fo
cus on activity-what one actually does in 
the role of an advocate. They propose a 
new definition of advocacy as" ... the ex
clusive and mutual representation of a 
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client(s) or a cause in a forum, attempting 
to systematically influence decision mak
ing in an unjust or unresponsive system(s) 
( 65)." The activity of child advocacy is 
defined by Herbert and Mould ( 1992) as 
"Initiating needed changes to ensure the 
responsiveness and relevance of policies, 
procedures, programs, or practices of 
child-serving organizations and agencies; 
and/or encouraging the removal of orga
nizational conditions or practices that are 
harmful to children ( 118)." This may in
clude identifying new or expanded ser
vices needed by children, evaluating pro
gram effectiveness, building an infrastruc
ture to support service delivery, or 
proactively influencing policy develop
ment and implementation at local, state, 
and federal levels. 

Child advocacy must be proactive, and 
in so being must address challenges, such 
as: 

• Finding a solution to fit the child
rather than to fit the child to the solutions; 

• Creating engineering capacities to
help our child serving agencies to reas
sess policies, standards, procedures, and 
practices; 

• Holding ourselves and others ac
countable to sustain appropriate goals and 
programs on the basis of chi! dren 's needs; 
and 

• Attracting individuals and groups of
parents, citizens, and professionals at all 
levels to pick up the gauntlet on behalf of 
children (Tompkins et al 1998: 55). 

Cahill ( 1986) adds a cautionary note re
garding advocacy efforts in the area of 
public policy and parent-child intervention 
in particular to be planful, deliberate, and 
sensitive in order to minimize the usual 
emotional minefields encountered. While 
advocates may not entirely agree on a defi
nition or approach, child advocacy is 
clearly an essential component of ensur
ing that all children receive their fare share 
of attention, protection, and consideration 
in obtaining the necessary resources to 
meet their biological, educational, eco
nomic, and social needs. 

The purpose of this article is to provide 
a case study of child advocacy in the leg
islative arena in the State of Oklahoma by 

a private, not-for-profit advocacy organi
zation. Specifically, this article ( 1) de
scribes the events leading to the creation 
of the Oklahoma Institute for Child Ad
vocacy (OICA), (2) presents an effective 
strategy developed by OICA to engage a 
wide range of public and private stake
holders in an exercise to establish a 
children's legislative agenda for state leg
islators in advance of their legislative ses
sion each year, and (3) articulates the es
sential lessons learned during the process 
of formulating the children's legislative 
agenda. The approach discussed in this 
article is one of legislative advocacy as a 
way of benefiting large groups of children 
and youth across service settings. 

Creation of the Oklahoma Institute for 
Child Advocacy 

The emergence of child advocates and 
child advocacy organizations did not oc
cur in a vacuum. Hist01ically, pressing 
issues, dramatic events, and even tragedies 
have been catalysts for change and thus 
the rallying point for advocacy. This was 
true in the late l 800's with the case of 
Mary Ellen, who was severely abused by 
her foster parents (Kadushin, Martin 
1988). Advocates sought protection for 
her under the prevention of cruelty to ani
mals' law, claiming she warranted protec
tion as a member of the animal kingdom. 
While there have been numerous examples 
of advocacy on behalf of children since 
then, Litzelfelner and Petr ( 1997) indicate 
that it was not until the creation of the Na
tional Joint Commission on the Mental 
Health of Children in 1969 that the term 
child advocacy enjoyed widespread use. 

In the early 1980 's, an informal group 
of child advocates was meeting weekly at 
the Oklahoma State Capitol called the 
Coalition for Children, Youth and Fami
lies. This group consisted of between 25-
30 representatives from different youth 
services organizations, the Conference of 
Churches, and others. They followed leg
islation and the issues of the day, provided 
information to legislators and their staffs, 
and sought support in areas that impacted 
their scope of interest (Car1er 2000). Na
tional attention turned to the Oklahoma 

--
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juvenile justice system in February 1982 
through a series of much publicized inves
tigative newspaper articles by the Gannett 
News Service, widely broadcast television 
coverage, and congressional hearings al-
1 e ging maltreatment of children in 
Oklahoma's institutions under the auspices 
of the Department of Human Services 
(DHS) (Carter, 2000; Defames, 1988; 
Kemper, 2000). The Gannett 
Foundation's affiliation with the local 
Channel 5 television station is what helped 
bring the national perspective into the pic
ture. Gannett's expose entitled Oklahoma

Shame involved numerous interviews and 
the review of hundreds of documents. This 
series" ... alleged that Oklahoma's insti
tutionalized children had been: 

• Bound and manacled for extended pe
riods. 

• Hospitalized with serious injuries, in
cluding broken bones from attacks by adult 
attendants. 

• Coerced into perforn1ing homosexual
acts with state employees. 

• Recruited to join a prostitution ring.
• Provided with illegal drugs by super

visors. 
• Thrown into solitary confinement for

weeks at a time (DeJames, 1988, p. 2)." 
Moreover, Defames ( 1988) wrote that 

DHS with its $1.2 billion budget, 
... answered to no one-not the gov

ernor, the legislature, nor any oversight 
authority, even though it received more 
than half of the state budget. Because 
funding for DHS came from ear
marked sales tax revenues, the Depart
ment did not have to rely on the legis
lature or governor for program or fis
cal approval. As a result, there were 
only minimal fiscal or operational con
trols in place. Nor were there checks 
and balances by outside agencies or in
ternal or external monitoring for com
pliance with forms and standards. Fi
nally, since Oklahoma did not partici
pate in the federal Juvenile Justice and 
Delinquency Prevention (JJDP) Act, 
DHS had no federal monitors looking 
over its shoulder (p. 1 ). 
The Coalition for Children, Youth and 

Families was outraged about the situation 

of children in the Department's custody. 
"We believed what was going on. No one 
had the power in the past to do anything 
about it. We were all in agreement with 
Oklahoma Shame and Terry 
Q. ... convinced we had horrific institutions
and little money going into community
services (Carter, 2000)."

One of the group members wrote a let
ter to Channel 5 asking what the televi
sion station was willing to contribute to 
ameliorating the problems experienced by 
children in Oklahoma that they exposed 
to the world at large. The Gannett Foun
dation, through their affiliation with the 
television station, asked the group to send 
them a proposal. Max Glenn, chair of the 
Conference of Churches, and Eva Carter 
from the Council for Adoptable Children, 
developed a proposal to establish a for
mal private advocacy organization-the 
Oklahoma Institute for Child Advocacy. 

Begun in 1983, the OICA was provided 
$ I 50,000 in startup funds by the Gannett 
Foundation, and Eva Ca11er was appointed 
as its first executive director ( Carter, 2000; 
Johnson, 2000). Another significant con
tribution was made by the Kerr Founda
tion, who gave the OICA the use of their 
beautiful downtown offices at no cost for 
two years, following Kerr's move to a new 
location (Carter, 2000). Thus was born 
this statewide, independent organization 
designed to assess and express the needs 
of children and youth in Oklahoma. 

The fledgling organization's first major 
initiative was to host a "Fall Forum " that 
would include the heads of all the agen
cies to examine the most pressing issues 
that were affecting children. The timing 
was critical as some of the major institu
tions in the state were being closed as a 
consequence of Terry D. This meeting 
represented the first time that diverse agen
cies, their staff and leadership had espe
cially come together to discuss programs, 
services, and strategies that were needed 
to avert a recurrence of the issues that 
prompted the Terry D. lawsuit (Carter, 
2000). 

Scarcely a year before the creation of 
the OICA, the combination of the Terry 
Q.. lawsuit and the harsh, continual news-
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paper coverage about the conditions in 
Oklahoma's public children's institutions 
provided favorable conditions for the pas
sage of a comprehensive bill. Known in
fom1ally as the "McCorkell legislation" 
named after its primary author and spon
sor that, among other things, created the 
Oklahoma Commission on Children and 
Youth (OCCY)-a public child advocacy 
organization to provide oversight and lead
ership on children's issues (DeJames 
1988). Both the OICA and OCCY have 
collaborated on numerous child advocacy 
efforts since their inception. 

Early on, the OICA made a critical de
cision to look not only at the issues within 
the juvenile justice system in Oklahoma, 
which was the reason for its creation, but 
more importantly, at issues highlighting 
prevention-specifically early childhood 
and child abuse prevention (Carter 2000). 
A major thrust was to develop legislation 
to create the Office of Child Abuse Pre
vention, which is housed in the Oklahoma 
Health Department and to obtain $5 mil
lion in funding. Numerous options were 
considered, attempted, and failed to ob
tain the needed financial support. Even
tually, the legislature approved $2 million 
for the effort. There were other initiatives, 
one to reduce low birth weight babies, an
other to address the high cost of psychiat
ric care for children and mothers having 
to give up custody of their children in or
der for the state to assume financial re
sponsibility for the high cost of care esti
mated to be as much as $1,000 per day. 
While various public and private agency 
heads periodically met to discuss the sta
tus of care for children, a more systematic 
approach was needed in order to more ef
fectively influence a legislative agenda for 
children and youth in Oklahoma. 

A New Plan of Action for OICA 
With the appointment of Anne Roberts 

as the executive director for OICA in 
1990, a new plan of action began to un
fold. Roberts immediately began to con
nect with other advocates at the State Capi
tol to determine the best course of action 
in order to advocate for children in the leg
islative/public policy arena. Many groups 

were observed seeking to address the 
needs of children and youth, some of 
whom shared concerns, others with differ
ent priorities, and yet others with overlap
ping issues. There were child advocates 
for child abuse prevention, childcare, child 
support, education, intervention and treat
ment, juvenile justice, mental health, and 
welfare/public assistance. The groups 
varied widely in their levels of knowledge 
and experience regarding the legislative 
process, as well as the amount of resources 
they could commit to their advocacy ef
forts. 

Roberts made several observations. 
First, many groups employed an approach 
of a one-day blitz at the State Capitol dur
ing the legislative session to advocate for 
their particular issue. There appeared to 
be little awareness of both the lengthy pro
cess of policy-making or the extensive 
nature of budgetary appropriations. Sec
ond, each group tended to work in isola
tion and developed their own plans with 
little infom1ation, understanding, or input 
from anyone outside of their immediate 
circle. Third, legislators conveyed a sense 
of confusion by the sheer number of 
groups calling themselves "child advo
cates" and the wide range ofrequests for 
support. 

Some of the groups were successful in 
securing state-appropriations for projects 
they supported. Clearly, some successes 
came at the expense of other groups who 
lacked comparable levels of resources or 
experience. Most strikingly, there were 
few discussions between the groups that 
acknowledged the inextricable link of 
some of the issues or the need to priori
tize and strategically plan a unified course 
of action as a means of more effectively 
influencing the legislative process. A 
more coordinated, informed, and holistic 
approach to the development of a public 
policy agenda to meet the needs of chil
dren and youth was desperately needed. 

The Fall Forum on Children's Issues 
What began as an idea to bring together 

various groups with diverse interests to 
explore the feasibility of collaboration and 
more targeted advocacy efforts, developed 



I 00 Volume 28, Number 2, November/December 2000 Free Inqui,y in Creative Sociology 

into an effective strategy that would be 
instrumental in helping to shape an in
formed, concrete children's legislative 
agenda on an annual basis. The senior 
author had numerous conversations with 
members of the many issue-specific 
groups and received favorable to skepti
cal responses. Each person queried agreed 
that although hundreds of conferences and 
seminars were held each year around 
unique child-related topics, there was no 
opportunity nor mechanism for advocates 
and other interested professionals to learn 
how other issues impacted their own. 
Neither was there available training about 
advocacy in the political arena, including 
the legislative process, working with the 
media, or building a legislative campaign. 
With few staff or financial resources, Rob
erts called upon many of the groups and 
organizations for assistance and coopera
tion in sponsoring a Fall Forum that hoped 
to engage others in more effectively work
ing on children's issues. 

The first Fall Forum using this new for
mat was held in October 1990, and there 
were 200 advocates in attendance. The 
goals of the event were twofold: (I) to 
provide an opportunity for advocates to 
learn about the most pressing needs of 
Oklahoma's children and youth, and how 
their own area of interest was connected 
to the overall solutions; and (2) to build 
and prioritize a children's agenda that ad
vocates would commit to collectively work 
on in the next legislative session. 

Throughout this last decade, the OICA 
has experimented with and fine- tuned the 
Fall Forum's two-day event into a work
able format that achieves its goals. The 
gradual addition of new staff members has 
contributed creative ways to approach our 
task, yet the basic framework has remained 
the same. 

Day One of the Fall Forum 
The opening day of the Forum provides 

participants with inforn1ation on specific 
topics through keynote addresses from 
experts in a specific child-related field in 
the form of either a panel of state level 
policy makers or nationally recognized 
speakers. Depending upon the theme for 
any given year, the morning may focus on 

an issue from a national or state-level per
spective. For example, when welfare re
form was unfolding and the federal gov
ernment increased their expectation of the 
state's responsibility, a series of panel dis
cussions concerning the implications of the 
new requirement on Oklahoma was dis
cussed from various views. 

Another year when the juvenile justice 
system was under scrutiny, each of the dis
cussion panels included a young person 
who had been impacted by the system. 
The panels were followed by an open mi
crophone discussion with the audience. 
For several consecutive years, the Forum 
hosted a Youth Speak Out, where 10-12 
young people spoke candidly about issues 
important to them. This powerful expe1i
ence served to remind the adult partici
pants of their true purpose in attending the 
Forum, and challenged them to remain 
actively engaged in the process. 

For the 1997 Fall Forum, the OICA 
partnered with the Oklahoma Chapter of 
the American Academy of Pediatrics 
(AAP) to bring Connecticut Supreme 
Court Judge Charles D. Gill to speak. 
Judge Gill is the co-founder of the National 
Task Force on Children's Constitutional 
Rights. This organization believes that the 
U.S. should ratify the United Nations' 
Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
which has been ratified by all 192 mem
bers of the U.N. except for Somalia and 
the United States. The partnering with 
AAP allowed for Judge Gill to speak to 
several hundred pediatricians during 
Grand Rounds at Children's Hospital prior 
to his presentation at the Fall Forum. 
Moreover, his keynote luncheon address 
at the Forum was also provided as a Con
tinuing Legal Education Seminar, thus pro
viding a professional development oppor
tunity for attorneys. 

In the most recent election year, the Fo
rum slated a Legislative Leadership 
Roundtable moderated by the League of 
Women Voters. The Senate and House 
Leaders from both parties participated, and 
presented information on the direction 
each party and each chamber would pur
sue on behalf of children in the coming 
year. Senate representatives included Ap
propriations Vice Chair Cal Hobson (D) 
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and Assistant Minority Leader James 
Williamson (R). Participants for the 
House of Representatives were Speaker 
Loyd Benson (D) and Minority Floor 
Leader Fred Morgan (R). Each panelist 
made a presentation and accepted ques
tions from the audience, which had been 
written on 3"x5" cards found on seats. A 
keynote address by Tamara Copeland, 
President of the National Association of 
Child Advocates in Washington, DC, pro
vided the bridge to the afternoon program. 

During the afternoon of the first day, the 
Forum provides training opportunities in 
various aspects of advocacy. This com
ponent varies year to year, but usually pro
vides a choice of concurrent workshops 
on topics such as coalition building, work
ing with the media, involving congrega
tions as advocates, increasing public 
awareness, and the legislative process. In 
preparation for the Children's Agenda for 
2000, the afternoon session was titled: 
State of the State on Children and Youth 
and consisted of four concurrent work
shops during two different time periods. 
Thus, a person could attend two issue-spe
cific workshops in the afternoon. The first 
four issues were child abuse prevention, 
children's mental health, school and ado
lescent health, and juvenile justice/delin
quency prevention. The second four is
sues were child abuse intervention, sub
stance abuse, maternal and child health, 
and early childhood development. 

Each one of the workshops had four fa
cilitators who filled the roles of resource 
person, legislator (State Representative), 
legislative staffer, and agency representa
tive. For example, in the children's men
tal health workshop, the resource person 
was a representative from the National 
Alliance for the Mentally Ill of Oklahoma. 
The legislator was one of the State Repre
sentatives who has been a long-time ad
vocate for children's issues; and the agency 
representative was the Direc tor of 
Children's Services for the Department of 
Mental Health and Substance Abuse Ser
vices. The facilitators for each of the 
workshops were knowledgeable and well 
informed concerning the current issues 
pertaining to their topic area. Moreover, 
they were committed professionals who 

were actively involved in the advocacy 
process. 

A secondary goal of the Fall Forum that 
has gained importance over the years is to 
involve as many legislators as possible. 
This is important for two reasons: ( 1) to 
allow legislators to see that children's is
sues have a large and strong constituency, 
and (2) to allow participants to see that 
legislators are our partners in working on 
behalf of children. The workgroups pro
vide an ideal opportunity to accomplish 
this goal. The OICA is a non-partisan 
statewide organization that seeks to ad
dress children's issues from a non-parti
san approach. As such, it is important that 
legislators from all parties and all parts of 
the state are invited to participate in the 
Forum. This is one of the more challeng
ing aspects of putting the Forum together. 
Denny et al. ( 1989) study of legislators' 
attitudes suggests that legislators involved 
with specific issues tend to have positive 
beliefs pertaining to those issues. At the 
end of Day One of the Forum, workshop 
participants have a more thorough under
standing of the range of issues that impact 
their specific areas of interest. 

Day Two of the Fall Fon11n 
The second day of the Forum has been 

described as the "roll-up-your-sleeves" 
day. It is the agenda-building day, when 
advocates offer their solutions to the needs 
of children and youth, and then negotiate 
with other advocates to prioritize the 
items. Traditionally, the participants meet 
in workgroups according to their areas of 
interest or expertise. Whereas on the first 
day, participants were able to attend two 
different issue groups, on the second day, 
participants usually select one of the is
sues on which to focus their work. A small 
number of individuals spend a brief 
amount of time in various issue groups in 
an attempt to get an idea of the different 
discussions and strategies. 

Workgroups are staffed by a facilitator 
and two legislators ( one senator and one 
representative). In general, each group 
begins with an educational overview of the 
issue, including Oklahoma facts and fig
ures, programs currently addressing the 
issue, funding levels, and recent legisla-
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tion impacting the issue. The facilitator 
then takes over his or her respective group 
to lead the participants through a brain
storming session to determine the most 
pressing needs remaining to be addressed. 
After identifying the needs, the group will 
attempt to develop solutions to those 
needs, and to prioritize which items to 
address. The goal of each group is to se
lect their two top items to be placed on a 
ballot that includes two priority issues 
from every workgroup. Participants learn 
that what they experience in this process 
is very similar to what legislators experi
ence as they try to convince their col
leagues to give favorable consideration to 
their ideas. It is also pointed out that if 
they cannot agree on the priorities, they 
may negotiate with each other to address 
one of the priorities in the next year. The 
goal is to find common ground and to pro
vide a strong, united voice to move an 
agreed-upon issue forward. 

At the end of the group sessions, the fa
cilitators bring the two priorities from their 
respective workgroups to OICA staff at the 
Forum. A ballot is prepared on-site that 
contains the priorities from each group. 
The ballots are duplicated quickly and dis
tributed to the participants after lunch. 
Each item is read for clarification and nec
essary modifications. There have been 
times when more than one group emerged 
with the same or similar priorities; there
fore, the same item appeared twice on the 
ballot. If there is consensus, the items are 
combined. 

Over the past ten years, vaiious meth
ods have been used for the voting process. 
The most effective method has been to 
give each participant five votes that must 
be distributed on five different items on a 
single ballot. No participant may use more 
than one ballot. There are no proxy votes, 
and participants must be present to vote. 
Each ballot must be signed, and the bal
lots are turned in to OICA staff before 
participants may leave the room. 

While the votes are being tabulated, par
ticipants attend workshops or other pro
gram activities. In some years, there has 
been a keynote speaker for a concluding 
plenary session. In others, a series of con
current workshops have been provided. 

Most recently, the concluding session in
cluded a demonstration of new technol
ogy that enabled advocates to access leg
islative information both from the OICA 
website and from various government 
homepages. At the end of these activi
ties, the group is reconvened to announce 
the results of the tabulations, which makes 
up the Annual Children's Legislative 
Agenda. 

Following the Fall Forum 
As executive director of OICA, the se

nior author took the lead in presenting the 
items on the agenda to various legislators. 
Many of these legislators were those who 
had participated in the related workgroup 
at the Forum, most of whom were asked 
to sponsor legislation accordingly. This 
was a manageable approach when the leg
islative agenda was four to six issues. The 
senior author kept advocates across the 
state apprised of the progress of the 
Agenda and encourages their attendance 
at committee hearings and floor votes. She 
was able to prepare fact sheets, action 
alerts, and briefing papers to assist advo
cates in their efforts to communicate with 
their own Senators or Representatives. 

In 1997, however, the Agenda contained 
ten items---clearly too many for one per
son to accomplish effectively. A method 
was needed to keep advocates more ac
tively involved with the legislative pro
cess, and to identify and recruit advocates 
who would assume the responsibility for 
some of the detailed issue work. Subse
quently, the OICA hosted an informal fol
low-up meeting about one month after the 
Forum to accomplish this task. It was an
ticipated that 50-75 people would attend 
this first of its kind event. Instead , near! y 
200 people demonstrated their enthusiasm 
and commitment by attending. At this 
meeting, participants were once again 
separated into workgroups reflecting the 
issues on the Agenda. Each workgroup 
had a facilitator and instructions for plan
ning a legislative campaign to accomplish 
their Agenda item. Within each group, 
participants assumed specific tasks, such 
as developing talking points, preparing 
mailing labels, writing a sample letter to 
the editor, and setting up meetings with 
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various legislators. 
Workgroups were asked to make a com

mitment to remain engaged in the process 
as Issue Task Forces. They were asked to 
elect a chair, develop a communications 
tree, and divide the work to be done. Fur
ther, they were asked to meet regularly 
throughout the legislative session to check 
progress and continue their work. The 
OICA staff provided as much assistance 
as possible, including monitoring the 
progress of individual legislation, handling 
mailing, preparing alerts, booking meet
ing rooms at the Capitol, and recruiting 
legislators to join, rather than just attend, 
the different meetings. 

This venture was also successful in that 
approximately 150 advocates remained 
actively engaged, both in the legislative 
process and in building a grassroots net
work throughout the state that was capable 
of responding to calls for action. As a re
sult, all ten items on the 1997 Children's 
Agenda were passed by the Legislature 
and signed by the Governor-providing 
long-term positive changes for 
Oklahoma's children, youth and families. 
There were eight items on the 1998 
Children's Agenda, one failed, seven 
passed, but two were vetoed by the Gov
ernor. The 1999 Children's Agenda con
tained 13 major issues, with 12 of those 
successfully being passed. Out of ten 
major bills, eight on the 2000 Children's 
Agenda were enacted into law (OICA 
2000). None of these successes would 
have been possible without the concerted 
efforts of child advocates who were will
ing to stay engaged in the process. 

Lessons Learned 

With the hard won successes of child 
advocates in the State of Oklahoma, four 
significant lessons have been learned: 

1. There is strength in 1111111bers.
Although OICA has become a trusted

and well-respected source of information 
and advice on children's issues, legisla
tors must hear from their own constituents 
concerning these important issues. 
Through the Fall Forum, OICA has been 
able to develop a network of trained and 
motivated advocates from across the state 
to help promote the Children's Agenda. 

2. Experiential learning is unrivaled.
The Fall Forum provides a "leam-by

doing" vehicle for advocacy training that 
is available to any interested individuals 
or groups, regardless of their experience, 
skill level, or resources. No particular 
membership or affiliation is required. All 
that is needed is a sincere interest in chil
dren and youth. It is a great way to r e -
cruit and energize new advocates. 

3. People support what they help to cre
ate. 

In other states, child advocacy organi
zations work from an Agenda created by 
their Board of Directors, or from priori
ties set by the Executive Director. For 
parents and other private citizens, this 
method may create a barrier to their in
volvement, creating a myth that advocacy 
can only be done by experts. Oklahoma 
is a populist, pioneer state whose citizens 
have a long-standing distrust of central
ized authority and prefer to take things into 
their own hands. The Fall Forum provides 
an opportunity, not only for public input, 
but also for the actual hands-on building 
ofa unified Agenda. 

4. Legislative change can be a multi
year process. 

Child advocates must be there for the 
long haul. We must establish credibility, 
expand our network, continually sharpen 
our political skills, and know the legisla
tive process. As Winston Churchill said, 
"Never, never, never, never, never give 
up!" 

Conclusion 

As a result of the annual Fall Forum and 
the process Oklahoma child advocates use 
to build and promote a unified agenda, the 
"world has changed" for Oklahoma chil
dren and youth. In the past ten years, fund
ing has increased dramatically for pro
grams to prevent child abuse, teen preg
nancy, and domestic violence. The Med
icaid program has expanded eligibility to 
cover children in families whose income 
is up to 185% of the federal poverty level. 
The child welfare and juvenile court sys
tems have been strengthened, making the 
decisions about custody, child placement, 
and termination of parental rights based 
on specific criteria as compared to the 
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more global, nonspecific premise of the 
"best interests of the child." Oklahoma 
now boasts the first statewide system of 
alternative education programs, as well as 
a statewide Child Care Resource and Re
ferral Network. All of these accomplish
ments were achieved through cooperation 
and mutual support, rather than division 
and competition. 

According to Schneider and Lester 
(2001 ), mutual support or coalition build
ing is a basic principle in advocacy, which 
helps to broaden the base of support nec
essary to result in change. They also posit 
that the use of a fornm where issues and 
concerns are articulated before lawmakers 
is a cornerstone of legislative advocacy. 
The Fall Forum accomplishes this by rais
ing awareness about specific issues and 
providing a structured opportunity for 
stakeholders to make decisions, negotiate, 
compromise, and agree on an agenda for 
children. 

The agenda-building process and train
ing opportunities provided at the Fall Fo
rum works for Oklahoma. It is a clear ex
ample of a win-win situation-for advo
cates, for issues, for policy makers, and 
most importantly, for the children, youth, 
and families that comprise Oklahoma's 
future. 
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