
Teen
Violence

front-teen violence  3/1/04  2:18 PM  Page 1



Teen Alcoholism
Teen Drug Abuse
Teen Pregnancy
Teen Prostitution
Teen Sexuality
Teen Suicide

Teen Violence

Look for these and other books in the Lucent Overview Series:

front-teen violence  3/1/04  2:18 PM  Page 2



Teen
Violence

by William Goodwin

TeEN ISSuES

front-teen violence  3/1/04  2:18 PM  Page 3



No part of this book may be reproduced or used in any form or by any means, electrical,
mechanical, or otherwise, including, but not limited to, photocopy, recording, or any informa-
tion storage and retrieval system, without prior written permission from the publisher.

Copyright © 1998 by Lucent Books, Inc.
P.O. Box 289011, San Diego, CA 92198-9011

Printed in the U.S.A.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Goodwin, William, 1943–
Teen violence / by William Goodwin.

p. cm. — (Lucent overview series. Teen issues)
Includes bibliographical references and index.
Summary: An overview of violence by teenagers, examining its 

causes, prevention, and handling by the juvenile justice system.
ISBN 1-56006-511-7  (alk. paper)
1. Juvenile delinquency—United States—Juvenile literature.

2. Violence—United States—Juvenile literature. 3. Juvenile 
justice, Administration of—United States—Juvenile literature.
[1. Juvenile delinquency. 2. Violent crimes. 3. Justice, Admini-
stration of.] I. Title. II. Series.
HV9104.G634 1998
364.36’0973—dc21 97-37741

CIP
AC

For Gideon and Marilyn,
making it through your teen years 
loved, loving, unscathed, fortunate

front-teen violence  3/1/04  2:18 PM  Page 4



Contents

INTRODUCTION 6

CHAPTER ONE 9
The Scope of Teen Violence

CHAPTER TWO 26
The Causes of Teen Violence

CHAPTER THREE 44
The Media and Teen Violence

CHAPTER FOUR 59
Gang Violence

CHAPTER FIVE 71
Teens in the Juvenile Justice System

CHAPTER SIX 89
Preventing Teen Violence

GLOSSARY 111
ORGANIZATIONS TO CONTACT 114
SUGGESTIONS FOR FURTHER READING 118
WORKS CONSULTED 119
INDEX 123
PICTURE CREDITS 128
ABOUT THE AUTHOR 128

front-teen violence  3/1/04  2:18 PM  Page 5



6

STORIES OF VIOLENCE by and against youth explode
from the news like gunshots from a passing car. It would
seem that America is under attack by armed teenagers.

During the early 1980s, about a thousand murders were
committed by teens each year in the United States. By the
middle of the 1990s, that had grown to over three thousand
per year, or almost 10 percent of all murders.

Numbers like that make it sound like teen violence is a
growing epidemic, an impression that is given further va-
lidity by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
in Atlanta, Georgia, which now identify teen violence as a
major public health problem. 

Talking about teen violence in terms of murder is the ob-
vious thing to do because of the dramatic finality and loss
that death brings, but the epidemic—if that is actually what
it is—encompasses much more than murder. The statistics
for armed robbery, assault, rape, and carjackings by juve-
niles in the United States are higher than in any other
country in the world. The teenage perpetrators and victims
come from every walk of life and every ethnic background.
People of all ages are shocked, saddened, and frightened
by this news, but no one is more immediately affected by
the epidemic of teen violence than teenagers themselves.

Terminology of teen violence
Violence is any physical conduct that causes injury or

harm to another person. Teen violence means that either
the victim, the perpetrator, or both are between twelve 

Introduction
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and twenty years old. Teen violence in-
cludes murder, shooting, stabbing, beating,
rape, robbery, and even simply threatening
someone with physical harm. All are against
the law.

The terms teen, youth, and juvenile are
used more or less interchangeably when dis-
cussing violence by and against young peo-
ple. A teen is a person between thirteen and
twenty years old. Youth is a more general
term applied to individuals between ages
twelve and twenty-four. Juvenile has a 
precise meaning, especially to police and
judges, since the Federal Bureau of Investi-
gation (FBI) officially defines juvenile
crime as illegal acts committed by persons ages ten
through seventeen. Since statistics are not collected specif-
ically for the teenagers, in this book most figures and ex-
amples are based on statistics for the juvenile group.

A new trend
The extent of teen violence seems overwhelming, yet

there are rays of hope. Figures released by the FBI at the
end of 1996 showed that in 1995, violent crime rates
among juveniles dropped for the first time in seven years.
Overall violent crime was down 4 percent for individuals
under age seventeen, 7 percent among kids age ten to four-
teen. Juvenile arrests specifically for murder also fell, 14
percent less than 1994 and 23 percent less than 1993. Fur-
thermore, rape arrests among teens dropped 4 percent, rob-
bery arrests dropped 1 percent, and aggravated assault
arrests dropped 3 percent from 1994 to 1995. These de-
clines were small, but they could be the start of a new
trend—or they could be only a temporary downturn.

With most of the country expecting juvenile crime to
continue growing, the 1995 statistics brought renewed
hope to many people. U.S. attorney general Janet Reno
was one of them. She stated that the figures proved that
the “explosion in teenage crime can be averted through

Young men are not 
the only perpetrators 
of teen violence. This
young woman, for
example, is a gang
member in Los Angeles,
California.
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community policing, mentor programs, and groups like
the Boys and Girls Clubs. . . . We must do everything we
can to prevent children from getting into trouble in the
first place.”

All the stories about teen violence in the news, however,
tend to obscure the fact that the majority of young people
are not involved in violent crimes as perpetrators or vic-
tims. Many civic leaders are anxious to put statistics on
teen violence in perspective and leave the hysteria of the
headlines behind. It seems people need to be reminded that
teenagers are, as Hugh B. Price of the National Urban
League said, “an asset to their communities and to this
country, not a liability.”
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“REPORT FINDS SURGE IN HOMICIDAL TEENS”
shrieks a 1992 headline in the Chicago Tribune.

“Big Shots: An Inside Look at the Deadly Love Affair
Between America’s Kids and Their Guns” reads a Time
magazine cover story in August 1993.

“Armed Without a Conscience: Handguns Fuel Teen Vi-
olence” frets the bold writing in a 1996 series on juvenile
crime in the San Diego Union-Tribune.

For years, newspapers, magazines, and television have
flooded the public with so many stories like these that most
people believe that teen violence is one of America’s most
serious crime problems, maybe the most serious.

Scary statistics
People find the extraordinary increases in lethal vio-

lence among youth, however, more alarming than the gov-
ernment statistics that show that violence has increased in
all segments of the U.S. population in recent years. Fueling
the fascination with teen violence are a host of scary statis-
tics. For example, according to the U.S. surgeon general’s
office, murder rates among American males under nineteen
years old are twenty times as high as most other industrial-
ized countries. Furthermore, the average age of the perpe-
trators and victims of teen violence has continued to fall.
Violence now poisons many schools as increasing num-
bers of students carry guns in their backpacks. Each day an 

1
The Scope of
Teen Violence
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average of fourteen American children under the age of
nineteen die in homicides, suicides, or accidental shoot-
ings, and many more are injured.

From a high in the 1960s, violent juvenile crime rates
actually dropped during the next twenty-five years. In
1987, according to FBI data, only 8.5 percent of violent
crimes were committed by juveniles, down from 14 per-
cent in the 1960s. Since 1987, however, the juvenile contri-
bution to the country’s violent crime problem has risen
steadily until the mid-1990s, when  juveniles accounted for
almost 13 percent of the violent crimes committed in the
United States. According to nationwide statistics collected
by the FBI, in the mid-1990s one out of every eight people
who committed a violent crime that was later solved turned
out to be a juvenile. Of all persons arrested for murder in
the United States, 17 percent were teenagers.

Seeking perspective in the statistics
To gain a more complete perspective, it is necessary to go

beyond the headlines and the obvious fact that there are
more instances of serious teen violence in the 1990s than in
the 1980s. Between 1974 and 1983, all violent crime re-
ported to the police in the United States increased by 30 per-
cent. The FBI attributes that increase entirely to adults since
during that period the numbers of juvenile violent offenses
per year remained unchanged. During the next ten-year pe-
riod, 1983 to 1992, violent crime increased 54 percent. This
time adults were responsible for only 81 percent of the in-
crease. Juvenile crime was up, accounting for 19 percent of
the total increase in all violent crimes. Thus, even though
their part in the growth of violent crime has increased, juve-
niles are not the major factor in violent crime trends.

The alarming fact is that 25 percent of the increase in the
most serious violence between 1983 and 1992—murder,
rape, and robbery—was attributed to juveniles. Though
adults have continued to be responsible for the greatest part
of the growth in violent crime during the years since 1992,
the juvenile contribution to the violence has been greater
than in the past. 
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Furthermore, juveniles are not only committing more
violent crime, but they are also more frequently its vic-
tims. In 1992, for example, almost 25 percent of all violent
crimes were committed against juveniles, yet juveniles ac-
counted for only 10 percent of the total U.S. population
over the age of twelve. 

According to FBI estimates, over 3,000 juveniles have
been arrested for homicide and about 130,000 juveniles
have been arrested for other violent crimes each year
since 1991. Compare those figures to the nearly 1 million
twelve- to nineteen-year-old victims of violent crime dur-
ing each of those years. Violent crime in which juveniles
were the victims increased 23.4 percent from 1987 to
1992, while the juvenile population increased only 1 per-
cent. One in every 13 juveniles was the victim of a vio-
lent crime in 1992, double the rate for twenty-five- to
thirty-four-year-olds.

Teenagers are victims
of violence more than
any other age group.
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The U.S. Department of Justice reports that teens are
victimized by crimes of violence more than any other age
group. On the average, people between the ages of twelve
and nineteen are victims of approximately 2 million vio-
lent crimes every year, and the government believes less
than half of the crimes that actually occur are reported.

About statistics
Statistics—numbers, polls, surveys—are valuable tools

in any effort to understand what is really happening. It is
also true, however, that statistics can be wrong, incom-
plete, misinterpreted, and misrepresented. 

In the June 1988 USA Today article entitled “Executing
Juveniles Is a Social Necessity,” the head of the Washing-
ton Legal Foundation was quoted as saying, “Nearly
20,000 murders are committed by juveniles every year.”
Compare that figure with the FBI statistics for 1988 that
show a total of 16,326 murders and manslaughters were re-
ported in the United States. Of the approximately 15,000
persons arrested for those crimes, only 1,765 were juve-
niles. Even that figure was probably too high because, as
studies show, juveniles tend to get in trouble in groups and
a single crime often results in multiple arrests of teenagers.
Was that “20,000” figure quoted in the national newspaper
a misprint? Was it an intentional distortion of the truth to
drum up support for a political position? Without more in-
formation, readers can only guess.

This is not to say that teen violence has not increased a
significant amount—by all indications it most certainly
has. Statistics, however, can vary. Figures can be compiled
using different criteria, or individuals may report the num-
bers in a way that favors their own agenda.

According to most of the people who take a professional
interest in juvenile violence—people in government, law
enforcement, social sciences, and education—the best
source for crime statistics is the FBI’s annual report, Crime
in the United States, which is based on reports from over
sixteen thousand law enforcement agencies covering 95
percent of the nation’s population. Juvenile crime figures
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are reported to the FBI by law enforcement agencies from
around the nation. They are then compiled in the annual
crime report along with breakdowns for gender, race, age
group, and category of crime.

Interpreting these statistics is a major challenge even for
the experts. Trying to come up with useful insights—for
example, finding links between violent crimes and their
causes—is an immense job. One problem is the validity of
the numbers themselves. The FBI admits that its figures
are not perfect, and that biases and misreporting and non-
reporting creep into the statistics. Oddly enough, however,
even the critics of the FBI statistics cannot agree about
whether they err toward the low or the high side of how
much juvenile violence actually occurs.

Some factors tend to make the numbers lower than they
are in reality, and some factors tend to make them higher.
For example, many acts of juvenile violence are never re-
ported and many are never solved. Therefore it is possible
that official statistics reflect only a fraction of all youth 
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violence. On the other hand, law enforcement agencies ad-
mit that they frequently arrest multiple suspects for the
same crime, and they frequently charge suspects with more
severe crimes than they actually might have committed.
Such practices tend to make the arrest statistics consider-
ably higher.

For these kinds of reasons the numbers reported by the
FBI may not be accurate. Nevertheless, even if they are
high or low, the FBI statistics are generally accepted as ap-
proximately proportional to the true numbers. As such,
they provide the best available information about trends
and the growth or decline of youth violence.

No matter how inexact the FBI figures are, the year-to-
year statistics show that juvenile violent crime is definitely
increasing faster than the juvenile population is growing.
In addition, juvenile violent crime is increasing faster than
adult violent crime. 

Murder
In 1989, the FBI reported that 11 percent of all murders

(homicides) in the United States were committed by kids
under the age of eighteen. In 1992 that figure had climbed
to almost 15 percent. Two years later it was 17 percent.

Nationally, the number of juveniles who killed another
person with a handgun quintupled between 1984 and 1994
(358 to 1,856, more than a 500 percent increase), accord-
ing to a Northeastern University report submitted to the
U.S. attorney general. And the Center to Prevent Handgun
Violence reported that in 1995, 78 percent of all killings in
which the victims were between thirteen and twenty were
committed with guns.

Assault and robbery
The figures for juvenile violent crimes other than mur-

der have also been climbing. From 1985 to 1994, the num-
ber of all violent crimes handled by juvenile courts
doubled to fifty-four hundred cases. Compared with 1985,
in 1994 juvenile courts handled 25 percent more rape
cases, 53 percent more robbery cases, 134 percent more
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aggravated assault cases, and 91 percent more simple as-
sault cases. During the same period, juvenile courts saw vi-
olations of gun laws increase 156 percent.

A simple assault is an attack, or a threatened attack, di-
rected toward another person without using a deadly
weapon. An aggravated assault is an attack or a threatened
attack directed toward another person with the intention of
hurting or killing that person with a deadly weapon. Rob-
bery is an assault, simple or aggravated, with the intention
of depriving another person of property or money.

Unlike other categories of violent crime, serious assaults
by juveniles remained at a relatively constant rate from
1965 to the mid-1990s (between 9 and 12 percent of all re-
ported cases). Juveniles were charged with committing 16
percent of all reported robberies in 1992.

Rape and dating violence
According to crime experts, most adult rapists begin

their sexual violence during adolescence or even younger.
FBI figures show that boys younger than eighteen account
for 14 percent of all rape arrests in the United States. That
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translates to four thousand and in some instances five thou-
sand juvenile arrests for rape each year. Over 5 percent of
those boys are age fifteen and under. 

Rape is often the ultimate result of what is known as dat-
ing violence. Dating violence ranges from verbal abuse to
a slap in the face to harsher physical abuse including rape
and even murder committed in a fit of jealous rage. The
chief characteristic of dating violence is that there is sex
and/or physical harm that is unwanted by one of the indi-
viduals. The overwhelming majority of perpetrators of dat-
ing violence are male, which explains why dating violence
is sometimes called boyfriend violence.

According to a 1996 report from the Family Research
Laboratory at the University of New Hampshire, up to 28
percent of teenagers in an intimate relationship are affected
by dating violence. In another study conducted in 1992 at the
University of Illinois, 36 percent of high school girls re-
ported they had experienced some kind of violence on a date.

Dating violence is reported with nearly equal frequency
in cities, towns, and suburban areas, according to the U.S.

Juvenile and Adult Violent Offenders
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Department of Justice, and it cuts across all racial and eth-
nic lines. But teens from families with incomes in the
poverty range report the most cases, with the numbers de-
creasing with higher education and income levels. 

In nearly all situations, however, dating violence is an as-
pect of teenage life that is usually hidden from parents and
other adults. Of the high school girls who reported dating vi-
olence to the researchers in the Illinois study, only 4 percent
had talked about it with a parent or other authority figure. A
few had told peers, but almost all had remained silent.

Not all juvenile violence statistics 
are increasing

When the FBI released its crime figures in 1996 for the
preceding year, a collective sigh of relief could be heard
around the country. For the first time since 1983, violent
crime had decreased. Among juveniles, the arrest rate for
violent crimes had declined from 527.4 to 511.9 per
100,000 youth population age ten to seventeen. The juve-
nile homicide rate also dropped from 13.2 to 11.2 per
100,000 youth population age ten to seventeen.

Some analysts question whether juvenile violence is the
primary factor behind the increases in violent crime rates.
They point to the fact that even though juvenile arrests for
violent crimes increased by 45 percent between 1982 and
1992, that is not much different than the 41 percent in-
crease in adult arrests for violent crimes during the same
period. If about 19 percent of the increase in violent crime
is due to juveniles between the age of twelve and seven-
teen as the FBI states, then who is responsible for the other
81 percent? The FBI figures show that the arrests for
thirty- to forty-nine-year-olds increased from 110,000 in
1980 to 270,000 in 1994, the largest increase of any age
group in the last fifteen years. California’s 1995 data show
for the first time that thirty- to thirty-nine-year-olds were
more likely to be arrested for a violent felony than ten- to
nineteen-year-olds.

Though 19 percent of the increase in violent crime may
be attributed to juveniles, apparently not all sectors of the

front-teen violence  3/1/04  2:18 PM  Page 17



18

juvenile population are equally responsible. One number
relating to serious juvenile crimes that has not increased in
the last two decades is the fraction of juveniles who com-
mit the lion’s share of teen violence. These kids who are
repeatedly arrested for violent crimes are called serious
and habitual offenders (SHO). Research by the Depart-
ment of Justice has determined that SHO kids make up
only 15 percent of all the teens arrested for violent crimes,
yet they account for 75 to 82 percent of the offenses. The
percentage of SHO juveniles has not noticeably increased
since the 1960s. 

Girls versus boys
Until the 1980s male juveniles accounted for more than

90 percent of juvenile violent crime arrests but starting
about 1985 that began to change. By 1994 males were re-
sponsible for 77 percent of juvenile violent crimes and fe-
males were responsible for 23 percent.

Male and Female Violent Offenders 
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Comparing the figures from 1994 with those from
1980, the increases in murder rates were different for
young males than they were for females. Almost three
times as many males under eighteen were arrested for
murder in 1994 than in 1980 (about a 300 percent in-
crease), while for females during the same period, the
murder rates increased by about 16 percent. Some ana-
lysts attribute this difference in the growth of male and fe-
male teen violence to male gang violence, although the
figures generally do not identify how much violence is
due to gang activity.

The statistics generated in reports from the FBI and ju-
venile courts attempt to reconcile a variety of standards,
inconsistencies, gaps, assumptions, estimates, and some-
times deceptions. Nowhere do statistics produce more
disagreement and confusion than in the area of race.
Many people are increasingly questioning the value of
categorizing juvenile crimes in terms of the race of the
offenders.

Race trends in teen violence
Officially, the Department of Justice recognizes only

three loosely defined racial categories: black, other, and
white. It defines black as a person having origins in any of
the black racial groups of Africa. Other is defined as a per-
son having origins in any of the indigenous peoples of
North America, the Far East, Southeast Asia, the Indian
subcontinent, or the Pacific Islands. It defines white as a
person having origins in any of the indigenous peoples of
Europe, North Africa, or the Middle East, a category that
includes most Hispanics. With such broad, loose defini-
tions, it is apparent why many people have asked why the
government even bothers with racial categories at all.

In 1994, the Department of Justice’s Office of Juvenile
Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) reported that:
white teens were responsible for 57 percent of all cases of
juvenile violence brought before juvenile courts, black
teens were responsible for 40 percent, and teens of other
races were responsible for 3 percent. Rates of increase for
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juvenile violent crimes between 1985 and 1994 were 94
percent for youth of other races, 78 percent for black
youth, and 26 percent for white youth. 

In recent years, juvenile violence has struck the African
American communities particularly hard. Although
African Americans of all ages make up only about 12 per-
cent of the total population, 50 percent of all murder vic-
tims are African American. Enough of those victims are
juveniles to make murder the leading cause of death
among male African American teenagers. In 1990, 93 per-
cent of African American murder victims were killed by
other African Americans.

Though the figures indicate that gender and race some-
how have a hand in shaping the statistics of juvenile vio-
lence, factors in the social and physical environment seem
to play an even greater role. 

Where does teen violence happen?
Teen violence is all too common right where young

people live, particularly in the nation’s troubled urban ar-
eas. Some geographical areas of the country have a
higher incidence of teen violence than others. The only
thing that these regions have in common is that they all
include large urban areas. In many cities some neigh-
borhoods seem like war zones, and the teens who live
there are both the soldiers and the victims. Still, some
cities have much higher rates of juvenile violence than
others.

The 1995 FBI report on national arrest figures showed
five urban areas with juvenile violent crime arrest rates
over 1,000 per 100,000 juveniles: Hudson County (Jersey
City), New Jersey (1,302); New York City, New York
(1,247); San Francisco, California (1,080); Racine, Wis-
consin (1,059); and Fulton County (Atlanta), Georgia
(1,056).

Although these areas have prominent juvenile crime
rates that exceed 1 percent of their juvenile populations,
violent crime is increasing in all parts of the country. Be-
tween 1984 and 1994, the average of violent crime arrests
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per 100,000 juveniles in all rural areas went from 46 to
135, in all suburban areas from 102 to 236, and in all ur-
ban areas from 150 to 540.

Violence at school
City school grounds are a frequent site of teen vio-

lence. As an indicator of how big the problem is, the se-
curity personnel for New York City schools make up the
ninth-largest police force in the nation, reported Martin
Haberman and Vicky Dill in the Summer 1995 issue of Ed-
ucational Forum.

In a 1995 study reported in USA Today, Arlene Stiffman,
a professor at the George Warren Brown School of Social
Work, found one-third of inner-city students said they had
seen at least one physical attack or robbery involving teens
on campus during the preceding year, and 25 percent said
that teachers at their school had been injured by students.
Furthermore, the study indicated that the neighborhoods
near inner-city schools tended to be more dangerous than
other nearby similar areas that were not near schools. 

In an attempt to curb
teen violence at school,
this Brooklyn, New
York, high school
requires students to
pass through a metal
detector each morning.
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A 1995 report by the American Federation of Teachers
found that during the previous year more than 3 million
students nationwide reported being assaulted or threat-
ened with assault at school, and that the daily average
number of children who did not attend school because they
were afraid of being attacked was approximately 160,000.
Teachers across the country also reported that they were
forced to spend much of their time in class defusing poten-
tially violent problems, which left less time for teaching
and learning.

Violence at home
The other place where teen violence is especially likely

to occur is inside the home. Statistics confirm that vio-
lence—spouse abuse, child abuse, beatings—inside the
home is widespread. A 1996 study by the National Center
on Child Abuse and Neglect (a department of the U.S. De-
partment of Health and Human Services) revealed that in
over half of the families in which the adult woman is phys-
ically abused by the adult man, the children are also physi-
cally assaulted. The study also concluded that children
from violent homes are almost twice as likely to engage in
violence as children from homes where there is no physi-
cal abuse.

In 1995 over 3 million children were reported abused or
neglected in the United States, according to a state-by-state
survey conducted by the National Committee to Prevent
Child Abuse. That represented a rise of 2 percent over the
1994 figure. Furthermore, a 1996 report by the U.S. De-
partment of Health and Human Services found that the
number of child abuse and neglect cases nearly doubled
between 1986 and 1993 to 2.8 million cases, and that is
just the cases that were reported. A 1995 Gallup poll of
parents found that physical abuse may be as much as six
times higher than the official reported number and sexual
abuse may be ten times higher. Events within a family that
leave a person injured physically or mentally or that result
in death are not just a “family matter” in the eyes of the
courts. Family violence is a crime.
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Violent America
Figures from the World Health Organization’s National

Center for Health Statistics show the level of youth vio-
lence varies greatly from country to country. The WHO’s
1994 homicide rates (murders per 100,000 people) for
males age fifteen to twenty-four, listed highest to lowest,
were: United States, 21.9; Scotland, 5.0; New Zealand,
4.0; Israel, 3.7; Canada, 2.9; France, 1.4; Greece, 1.4; Ire-
land, 1.2; Poland, 1.2; Great Britain, 1.2; Japan, 0.5. 

Clearly the United States leads the industrialized world
in violent youth crime, but it is also in a league by itself in
the number of deaths caused by shooting. According to the
Center to Prevent Handgun Violence, in 1990 the number
of deaths caused by handguns (including homicides and
accidents) in some representative countries were: United
States, 10,567; Switzerland, 91; Japan, 87; Great Britain,
22; Australia, 10.

Furthermore, according to the United Nations Interre-
gional Crime and Justice Research Institute, the United
States has the highest statistics in other areas that affect
teen violence, including child poverty, crime, and impris-
onment. Compared with Europe, for example, the United
States has more than twice as much child poverty and
crime per 100,000 people, and more than five times as
many of its citizens are imprisoned.

Public opinion translated into law
Juvenile crime is certainly growing, and the worst cases

involve brutality made all the more shocking by the age of
the offenders. The statistics, however, clearly show that
overall, juvenile violent crime is growing at essentially the
same rate as adult violent crime and, as the National Coun-
cil on Crime and Delinquency has stated in several subse-
quent annual reports, an individual is much more likely to
be victimized by an adult than by a juvenile. Yet, the public
and most of the nation’s political leaders seem to believe
that the greatest contribution to violent crime comes from
juveniles. The root of this belief may be that the sight of
young people committing violent crimes is so frightening,
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so repellant, and so heartbreaking that it leaves a much
deeper impression than dry statistics. Furthermore, violent
juvenile crime often provides sensational material for the
television and print media, making a grossly overblown
picture of juvenile crime inevitable. A 1995 report from
the Coalition for Juvenile Justice stated that much of the
drive toward treating juveniles as adults “is a political reac-
tion to public opinion fueled by disproportionate media
coverage of youth crime.”

Public opinion has a great deal of power to influence the
laws and government policy, but the public’s view of teen
violence is sometimes limited or distorted by the media,
the police, and political leaders. The media tend to concen-
trate on the most sensational incidents even though they
are uncommon. Sometimes the police also contribute to
misconceptions by inadvertently creating higher arrest fig-
ures for types of crimes where the perpetrators are easier to
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identify and catch (gang violence, for example). Many po-
litically motivated leaders favor actions that produce im-
mediate results—like more arrests—with more regard for
the next election than long-term reduction of the condi-
tions that breed teen violence.

Less than one-half of 1 percent of the kids
Although the number of juveniles arrested for violent

crimes has certainly increased, and although juveniles have
been responsible for more than their share of violent crime
for generations, the data clearly reveal that juveniles are
not responsible for most of the increases in violent crimes.
The FBI figures are very clear on this point: adults were re-
sponsible for 74 percent of the overall increase in violent
crimes from 1985 to 1994.

There is no question that the problem of juvenile crime
is very serious and the country badly needs better, more ef-
fective means of reducing and preventing teen violence.
Nevertheless, of all the juveniles living in the United States
in 1994, fewer than one-half of 1 percent were arrested for
a violent offense—less than one in two hundred.  Further-
more, most of the worst teen violence was committed by
only a small portion of those kids.
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MOST OF THE experts who have studied teen vio-
lence agree that the violent acts committed by teenagers—
assaults, shootings, armed robberies, rapes—cannot all be
explained by a single reason. Reporting that a violent
young person is bad, irresponsible, lazy, or immoral gives
little insight to the variety of reasons and influences behind
the behavior. To begin to understand what is most likely to
make a teenager capable of brutality and what conditions
are most likely to trigger juvenile violence, it is necessary
to look deeper into the lives of violent teens, the society
that surrounds them, and the statistics of their crimes. 

The “nature versus nurture” controversy
Even with all the statistics and studies of teen violence,

experts disagree on some of the fundamental notions about
the causes of teen violence. One of the longest lasting dis-
agreements surrounds what is called the “nature versus nur-
ture” controversy. In this sense, “nature” refers to the idea
that some people are naturally violent as a result of irre-
sistible biological compulsions. In other words, according to
the nature theory it is biology—primarily the genes a person
has inherited—that makes some teens behave violently.
“Nurture,” on the other hand, refers to the ways people learn
to behave violently as a result of their upbringing and sur-
roundings. Experiencing or witnessing parental violence,
living in a violent neighborhood, watching violent movies—

2
The Causes

of Teen Violence
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these and many other environmental influences have been
suggested as factors that nurture violence in teens.

Is there such a creature as a born criminal? A century
ago, a popular theory existed that proposed some people
were not only born with criminal traits, but also that these
people could actually be identified by physical characteris-
tics like sloping foreheads and massive jaws. Over time
science has found very little proof that criminals can be
recognized by their appearance, and this theory has fallen
by the wayside. There remains, however, a persistent
thread of evidence supporting the existence of a genetic
factor that causes a tendency toward criminal behavior.

A great deal of research has focused on finding a rela-
tionship between criminal behavior and hereditary traits.
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Some of the inherited factors that have been studied are the
extra Y chromosome that occasionally appears in males,
various congenital (inherited) learning disabilities, and
certain enzyme deficiencies. So far, however, behavioral
scientists have found no conclusive results from all the at-
tempts to tie juvenile violence and other criminal behavior
to biology, genetics, and biochemistry. The most that can
be said is that people’s tendencies to be violent vary
greatly and that these tendencies may be affected by bio-
logical causes. In other words, research supports the possi-
bility that biological causes influence juvenile violence.

In the last twenty years, research has amassed a moun-
tain of evidence in support of the fact that most violent
criminals share a background that includes abusive child-
hoods, certain forms of brain damage, and mental illness.
While one or two of these conditions do not specifically
cause violent behavior, it appears increasingly likely that
all three factors together are able to turn some people into
violent criminals. If this is the case, it would mean that 
violent behavior may be largely independent of genetics
and race.

The real-life importance to the “nature versus nurture”
argument that should not be ignored is that, if genetic or
other biological factors form the reason behind a juvenile’s
violent acts, the legal system would deal with that person’s
crimes quite differently than if the youngster had learned
to be violent from an abusive family setting, or was violent
as the result of a brain injury that could be treated. Nature
versus nurture would spell the difference between judging
a person to be an irredeemable criminal and attempting to
change the person’s behavior through education, counsel-
ing, and medical treatment. 

The immediate cause versus the 
underlying cause

When discussing the causes of juvenile violence, it is
useful to distinguish between the underlying cause and the
immediate cause (sometimes called the ultimate cause and
the proximate cause) of violent behavior.
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When the police asked a young suspect in a recent shoot-
ing in Los Angeles why he had shot a member of a rival
gang, the boy answered, “That dude was mad-dogging me
so I lit him up.” According to the boy, the immediate cause
for the shooting was the aggressive look (mad-dogging) he
was getting from the victim. The underlying cause was
probably more complex, perhaps related to a desire to earn
respect and stature among his gang members.

Frequently the immediate cause for a violent crime
seems meaningless, thus the term “senseless violence.”
People who seek to understand and halt juvenile violence
try to look beyond the immediate causes for the long-term,
underlying causes that lead a young person to cross the
line into violence. Some examples of the underlying
causes that might lead to violent behavior in some individ-
uals are anger and a lack of empathy resulting from child-
hood abuse, an inherited tendency to be violent, a need for
respect and attention where there is none at home, and
even brain damage.

Although there may be genetic factors contributing to
the underlying causes of teen violence, social workers
and police cannot change these influences. Instead au-
thorities and social services tend to focus on environmen-
tal and social factors that potentially can be controlled.

Many youths eventually
learn that they must
pay for their crimes 
like their adult counter-
parts. Here, a member
of the Crazy Riders
gang serves time in 
a Los Angeles youth
prison.
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These factors—the influences of nurture—include vio-
lence or neglect in the home, drugs, the availability of
handguns, and inner-city conditions.

Unhappy families
In the 1980s, the National Council on Child Abuse and

Family Violence found that a disproportionately large
number of juveniles who commit violent crimes come
from unhappy families. An unhappy family is defined as a
family with marital problems, substance abuse, unaffec-
tionate parents, lack of family communications, high stress
and tension, or physical violence. 

Although unhappy families are by no means restricted to
single-parent homes, a disproportionately large number of
troubled teens come from single-parent homes. For exam-
ple, of seventy adolescent murderers reported in a 1972
study in the Journal of Criminal Justice, three-quarters of
these juveniles came from single-parent homes.
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More recent research also reinforces the idea that the
roots of violence begin before preschool. A 1993 study by
the Harvard School of Public Health, examining the early
childhood years of violent teenagers, confirmed that they
shared certain experiences related to the quality of their
early relationships with their parents. These included
parental criminal behavior, parental drug use, physical and
emotional abuse by parents, the lack of parental involve-
ment and supervision, and the absence of one parent due to
divorce or separation. 

Along the same lines, the Office of Juvenile Justice and
Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) conducted a study that
found being seriously neglected as a child is almost as
likely to produce juvenile violence as growing up in a vio-
lent family. 

A major problem for many communities is the lack of
supervision provided for their young people. Inadequate
parental supervision can be the result of many factors.
With single parents working long hours or both parents
working, there is a greater chance that the children will
lack adult supervision and role models. Overly liberal par-
ents may feel they do not want to interfere by supervising
their children’s developing personal lives. Overly strict
parents can drive a child from the home. For these and
other reasons, all across the nation large numbers of young
people are left on their own to figure out how to meet most
of their emotional and psychological needs, especially dur-
ing the hours after school.

Growing up in a violent home
Charles R. is a bright and talkative fifteen-year-old from

San Diego.When a classmate threw dirt on Charles’s jeans,
Charles, then thirteen, beat him up. The boy he attacked
ended up with, among other injuries, a broken arm.
Charles was charged with juvenile assault for the second
time in his young life and placed on probation. 

“I know I have a temper. When I get mad, I am going to
hit someone, anyone, whoever is in my way,” Charles said
in a 1996 interview in the San Diego Union-Tribune.
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Charles knows exactly where he got the idea for hitting
people. “I learned from my father that punching and slap-
ping are what you do when someone makes you angry.”

The single greatest predictor of violence
When it comes to learning violence at home, Charles is

not alone. A major 1994 report by the American Psycho-
logical Association (APA) stated unequivocally that the
roots of violence are in the home. The single greatest pre-
dictor of violence during the teen years is a personal his-
tory of violence in the home, according to the APA’s
Commission on Youth and Violence. Furthermore, parents
who themselves have a history of violence raise children
with a greater than normal chance of becoming violent.

The APA believes that violence is not a natural state but
rather is learned by watching parents and peers. Social in-
fluences, life on the streets, interactions at school, images
of violence in the mass media—all these can help inflame
violent behavior, but, according to the APA, the family set-
ting is the primary influence. 

The APA is not the only group of experts who believe
that the best predictor of violent behavior during a person’s
teenage years is exposure to violence at home. According
to a 1992 U.S. Department of Justice report, 68 percent of
all youths arrested for violent crimes had a prior history of
childhood abuse and neglect. A great many sociologists,
criminologists, judges, and probation officers agree that
the primary cause of violence among juveniles is being
raised in a violent family.

Research repeatedly shows that growing numbers of
children and adolescents are victims of physical and sexual
violence at home. According to a 1996 report by the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, child abuse by
parents and stepparents as well as other forms of family vi-
olence are at record levels in the United States. That report
found that the number of child abuse and neglect cases (re-
ported and unreported) rose from an estimated 1.4 million
in 1986 to an estimated 2.8 million in 1993 to 3.1 million
in 1995.
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The National Committee to Prevent Child Abuse (NCPCA)
calculates, based on reports from child protective services
in all fifty states, that 4 percent of all American children
suffer from extensive abuse or neglect. That is over 3 mil-
lion children in 1995, and the director of the NCPCA says
that these figures are low. The FBI agrees that most forms
of domestic violence other than murder are grossly under-
reported.

Terence Thornberry, a professor at the School of Crimi-
nal Justice at the State University of New York at Albany
studied one thousand students attending public schools in
Rochester, New York, from grades seven to twelve. His
project interviewed the students every six months and col-
lected relevant data from police, schools, and social ser-
vices agencies. The results of this study, published at the
end of 1994, found that when a child’s history combined
abuse and maltreatment in a family where the parents also
fought with each other, the chances of that child becoming
violent increased to twice the rate of youth violence in
adolescents from nonviolent families. This scientifically
controlled, six-year study found that this rate applied
equally to boys and girls, all races, and all social classes.

Unanswered questions about violent homes
Despite all the research, crime experts and psychologists

report they do not really understand all of the long-term ef-
fects of growing up in a violent home. Though many ques-
tions remain, research clearly supports the notion that a
violent home pushes a child toward juvenile violence. Be-
sides learning how to physically harm others, children who
live with domestic violence may come to believe that vio-
lence is the normal response to problems in personal rela-
tionships. Even when it is not directed toward the children,
domestic violence makes effective parenting impossible.

None of this is to say that domestic violence or neglect
have to result in a young person becoming violent. Vast
numbers of teens are raised in adverse family situations
without becoming violent criminals. Likewise, many juve-
niles from apparently well-balanced families do become
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violent. One of the most pressing questions in current re-
search is what makes one child violent when another in
the same conditions, even a brother or sister, does not be-
come violent. The latest figures suggest that the most
likely factors include how early the violence or neglect
began, how frequent and severe it was, and if other adults
or older children were present who could prevent or re-
duce violence and neglect. So far though, the experts have
drawn only one meaningful conclusion from the statistics

A young boy sits on his
mother’s lap inside a
shelter for abused
women and children.
Children from abusive
homes are more likely
to commit crimes as
teenagers than children
reared in nonabusive
environments.
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linking troubled families to higher incidences of teen vi-
olence: It appears certain that children from unhappy 
families have a greater chance of becoming violent than
children raised in happier settings.

Drug use
There is another quite different link between the home

and teen violence: drugs. The rate of drug abuse by thirty-
to forty-year-olds, as measured by hospital emergency
room statistics, has increased twelvefold since 1980. The
NCPCA estimates that 9 to 10 million children under the
age of eighteen are directly affected by substance-abusing
parents. Two-thirds of abuse and neglect cases, according
to family court statistics, are related to parents’ drug abuse.
The well-documented link between child abuse and the
later appearance of violent behavior in abused children is
often related, therefore, to parental drug use.

Drug use by teens is also being examined as a possible
contributing factor to juvenile violence. Some behavior-
altering substances, specifically alcohol, crack and other
forms of cocaine, and amphetamines, have been closely
linked with violence. Whether or not there is a cause and
effect, however, is not clear. Some say violent juveniles
are more likely to use drugs, while others assert that drug-
using juveniles are more likely to be violent. In other
words, they disagree about whether violent behavior or
drug use comes first.

American youth tend to exhibit the characteristics of
society at large, and American society is a drug-consuming
society. In the last two decades, drug use by American
youth has lessened and then escalated again. After sev-
eral years of decreasing drug use by teenagers, a survey
conducted by the University of Michigan in 1991 found
drug use, except for alcohol, to be the lowest since the
early 1980s. The study showed that almost 60 percent of
high school seniors had used alcohol in the month prior
to the survey while less than 20 percent had used some
illicit drug. By the mid-1990s, drug use by teens was ris-
ing again.
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FBI statistics show nationwide juvenile arrests for mari-
juana going from less than twenty thousand in 1991 to over
sixty thousand in 1995. Furthermore, according to 1995
figures, just over 50 percent of teens arrested for juvenile
delinquency of all types had used marijuana recently—up
from 18 percent in 1990. While marijuana is not generally
considered to lead to violent behavior, rising arrest rates
for marijuana possession are assumed by police to indicate
a resurgence of interest in drug use among youth.

Drugs and aggression
On the other hand, cocaine (coke, crack, rock), ampheta-

mines (speed, crystal, meth, crank, ecstasy, ice), and alco-

Although the correla-
tion between drug use
and teen violence is 
not clear, teens who
commit violent crimes
are generally more in-
volved in drug use than
their peers.
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hol are often described as potential on-ramps to the road of
violent behavior. According to criminologists, drugs and
alcohol do not make most people behave violently, but
they can make a violent outcome more likely. Judgment is
clouded by being high or drunk and inhibitions are lost.
Maybe a drug deal goes bad, or maybe a group of kids are
high, jittery and wired, feeling brave, feeling like they have
to do something—the stage is set for violence. 

According to an extensive review of research literature
published in the journal Alcohol Health and Research in
1993, alcohol abuse in youths between the age of twelve
and twenty-four causes increased aggression in males both
during those ages and later in life. In this study as in oth-
ers, it may be impossible to determine if there is a direct
link between violent crime and the use of alcohol (and
other drugs), because a large percentage of teens arrested
for violent crimes use alcohol and other drugs so routinely
that virtually all of their activities involve prior or current
use. The research suggests that teens who commit violent
crimes are in general more involved in delinquency, alco-
hol, and drug use than their peers. This research review
found that there was a trend for adolescents to be more
likely to use alcohol immediately before a violent crime
than before a crime motivated by profit. 

Still, the relationship between drug use and violence is
not a proven fact. A drunk or high teenager does not auto-
matically become violent. Nor are a majority of violent
teen crimes committed while under the influence. All that
can be said with certainty is that drug abuse and violence
are intertwined for some violent youth; for others, drug use
is not a factor in their violent acts.

The proliferation of handguns
One major contributor to the escalation of teen violence

that experts do generally agree upon is the easy availability
of guns. According to a 1996 report by the American Acad-
emy of Child and Adolescent Psychiatry, every day in the
United States ten children under the age of nineteen are
killed with handguns in homicides, suicides, or accidents.
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Many more are injured by guns. In fact, according to the
Center to Prevent Handgun Violence, fourteen out of fif-
teen juvenile murders were shootings in 1992.

Guns figure in more than 75 percent of adolescent homi-
cides and more than half of teenage suicides. An astounding
number of children either own a gun or know how to get
one. A national survey by the Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention in Atlanta found that 4 percent of the coun-
try’s high school students had carried a gun at least once in
the month prior to the survey. In some schools the figure
was considerably higher. Up to one-third of the students
who said they had taken a gun to school reported that they
had actually fired their guns at another person at least once.

By all indications, guns are easier than ever to obtain. In
Chicago, San Diego, and New York, just to name three ex-
amples of cities with laws designed to make it difficult to
acquire a gun quickly, police on gang details say that a kid
can get a cheap pistol within two hours for as little as
twenty dollars. And every city has teens who are well
versed in gun availability. In a 1996 article in the San
Diego Union-Tribune, a member of the San Diego Police
Department’s gang unit described a tenth grader who could
name every popular gun model ranging from an easily con-
cealed Raven semiautomatic to an Intratec mini–machine
gun. The teen added, “As long as you got the money, you
can get a gun.”

Gun violence soars
With so many guns currently in the hands of young peo-

ple, routine fights often turn into gun battles. Fearing for
their safety, more and more teens are taking up arms in a
brutal cycle of escalating violence. In 1992, according to
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the nation-
wide number of juvenile murders not involving guns grew
20 percent while the number that did involve guns grew
300 percent.

Quoted in a 1996 U.S. Department of Justice Fact Sheet,
a probation officer in Los Angeles, who supervises many
juvenile gang members, estimated that 80 percent had been
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wounded by gunfire at least once in their lives and over 20
percent have been shot more than once. “The type of fire-
power and the access to guns have both increased radically
even as the age of the shooters has dropped,” stated the
probation officer.

A political response to teen gun violence
A growing number of the nation’s political leaders, con-

vinced that the easy availability of handguns is the driving
force behind the growth in teen violence, are looking for
ways to reverse this dangerous trend. On October 10, 1996,
eighty-four senators from both political parties joined
President Bill Clinton in not only urging all young Ameri-
cans to voluntarily sign a pledge designed to decrease gun
violence, but also they asked the youth of America to make
the following vow:

I pledge I will never bring a gun to school; that I will never use
a gun to settle a dispute; and that I will use my influence with
my friends to keep them from using guns to settle disputes.

The principal author of this pledge, Senator Bill
Bradley, summed up the feeling among many Americans
when he said in a speech to Congress:

Easy access to hand-
guns has contributed to
the problem of teen
violence. Seventy-five
percent of adolescent
homicides and 50
percent of teen suicides
are gun-related.
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An epidemic of violence is ensnaring our children at an
alarming rate. It is time to make it unfashionable to carry a
gun to school. It is time to make it unacceptable to resolve a
dispute with a gun. It is time to give young people in this
country a chance to stand up and retake their schools and
their neighborhoods.

Teen sexual violence
Just like some communities have higher rates of juvenile

shootings, some communities have higher rates of teen
sexual violence. Dr. Jane Hood, a sociologist at the Univer-
sity of New Mexico, has studied this phenomenon in cities
around the United States. She found that communities
where a large percentage of families have weak or nonexis-
tent father-son relationships, where other forms of vio-
lence among young males are common, and where there is
a communitywide acceptance of male toughness tended to
have a much greater incidence of teen rape than communi-
ties without these characteristics.

Sexual violence in teens has one major thing in common
with sexual violence in adults: anger. Sociologists and psy-
chologists agree that rape, no matter what the age of the
rapist, has little to do with sex and everything to do with rage.

Inner-city violence
While the debate about the causes of teen violence often

focuses on the make-believe violence on television and in
movies, the greater behavioral influence may be the real-
life violence that many inner-city teens live through every
day of their lives. Gang violence and the ability of ordinary
teens to easily obtain guns make murder an almost com-
monplace event in the cores of America’s cities.

According to a 1995 Washington University study of
high school–age youngsters in St. Louis, teens who are
growing up in what amounts to a war zone are likely to end
up behaving like they are in a war. Fully half of the 797
kids in the study had witnessed a killing or serious beating,
39 percent had a friend who was beaten or killed, and 50
percent had been in a serious physical fight themselves.
The report concluded that the more violence teens were ex-
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posed to on the streets and in school, the more likely they
were to be violent themselves, to abuse drugs and alcohol,
and to lose hope for the future. 

Violence is certainly no stranger to inner-city teens. The
tensions that lead to this violence are rooted in the prob-
lems of urban communities. Anger, despair, and frustration
are symptoms of the joblessness, boredom, and lack of op-
portunity that characterize the lives of the urban poor.

Poverty
In a 1994 report to American educators, U.S. surgeon

general Joycelyn Elders stated in a speech to law enforce-
ment leaders:

The violence in our society is not the result of any racial or
ethnic risk factor, but rather, it reflects an association be-
tween violence and poverty. Because of its deep roots in
poverty, violence has a disproportionately greater effect on
racial and ethnic minorities since 50 percent of African
American children are poor, 33 percent of Hispanic children
are poor, and up to 90 percent of all Native American chil-
dren live in poverty.
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Poverty has been repeatedly shown to be a major factor in
breeding child abuse and violent youngsters. Poor commu-
nities frequently have higher than average rates of juvenile
crime. According to OJJDP statistics, more than 35 million
Americans are officially poor, and about 10 million of those
are under the age of sixteen. In 1996 one out of every five
American children lived in poverty, and half of those lived
in destitution (family income less than $6,000 per year).
Furthermore, poverty is increasing in the United States. In
1975, 6 percent of young children who lived in families
with one full-time worker were poor. By 1994 that figure
had gone up to 15 percent. In the last twenty-five years,
poverty among the young has risen 25 percent.

Poor people are increasingly hemmed into poor neighbor-
hoods with high crime and violence, substandard schools,
and a lack of opportunity and accessible jobs. The number
of people living in neighborhoods of concentrated poverty
(where more than 40 percent of the households are offi-
cially poor) went up by 75 percent from 1970 to 1980, and
then doubled between 1980 and 1990.

Drinking and violence
are common in this
young girl’s poor Vir-
ginia neighborhood.
Poverty is a primary
predictor of teenage
crime.
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Some observers have suggested that poor communities
encourage their youngsters to be violent. According to the
OJJDP, however, most recent studies indicate that teen vio-
lence in poor neighborhoods is more closely related to his-
tories of neglect and emotional abuse of children than to
community acceptance of violence.

No simple explanation
Clearly there is no simple or single explanation that ac-

counts for the way violence by and against teens has
grown. Research, surveys, and personal beliefs attempt to
pin the blame on many things: the easy availability of
guns, the effects of drugs and alcohol, the battle for control
of drug trafficking, gang culture, poverty, single-parent
homes and the breakdown of the family, parenting that is
too liberal, parenting that is too strict, poor education, poor
housing, and unemployment. It has even been suggested
that food additives cause violent behavior in juveniles. Per-
haps all of these influences and others still unrecognized
can contribute to teenage violence at different times. At
this time, however, not even the experts can predict with
absolute confidence what combination of circumstances
will definitely produce violent behavior in a young person.

All of these potentially contributing factors are real-life
conditions facing teens today. Many people, however, feel
that the make-believe worlds presented to teens through
television, movies, and music influence them toward vio-
lence as much as any other experience, and maybe more.
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VIOLENCE IN THE MEDIA reaches a wide and var-
ied audience, and the ways it influences people may be 
different than the way exposure to real-life violence influ-
ences people. Many people believe the violence portrayed
by the media—television, movies, popular music, and even
the news—is a primary reason for the increase in teen vio-
lence in the United States. Violence makes a daily appear-
ance in almost every home in the country: murder and
mayhem is almost mandatory in some of the commercial
and cable programming, brutality and killing arrives via
cable and video, and violent lyrics burst from some of the
most popular music.

Violent images: movies and television
The American Psychological Association named three

factors found in homes that contribute the most to a child’s
becoming violent: child abuse and neglect, family violence
such as spouse abuse, and the violence depicted in movies
and television programming. The commission’s report
concluded:

Prolonged exposure to violent images produces an impact
that reaches as deep and lasts as long as other contributors to
violence, increasing the fear of becoming a victim, desensi-
tizing the viewer to violence, and increasing the viewer’s ap-
petite for engaging in violence.

3
The Media and
Teen Violence
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Two U.S. surgeons general have publicly supported the
position that excessive exposure to media violence can
trigger aggressive behavior. The American Medical Asso-
ciation, the American Pediatric Association, the American
Academy of Child Psychiatry, and the American Psycho-
logical Association have taken similar positions.

The psychologists, psychiatrists, and physicians of these
associations are not the only people to speak out against
the amount of screen violence available to youth. Reac-
tions against the rising tide of violence on television and in
the movies have come from all walks of society and the en-
tire political spectrum. Democratic and Republican presi-
dential candidates, surgeons general, police organizations,
parent groups, and the American Psychological Associa-
tion are just a few of the individuals and groups who have
publicly deplored the level of violence in popular enter-
tainment. 

How violence is depicted on the screen
On the screen, violence is frequently portrayed as a

quick, exciting way to settle an argument or get rid of an
opponent. Parent groups and some government leaders are
voicing concern that today’s screens are teaching kids to
treat violence like an ordinary fact of life. They wonder if in
the neighborhoods where violence actually is an ordinary
fact of life, television and movies helped make it that way.

A five-year study by the American Psychological Asso-
ciation found that the average child witnesses 8,000 mur-
ders and 100,000 other acts of violence on television by
the seventh grade. They could add 264 more killings to that
number if they watched the movie Die Hard 2, a fairly typ-
ical, extremely popular action film. Many of the most suc-
cessful movies in terms of box office receipts are full of
graphic violence. Scream, just one of a series of bloodbath
movies from director Wes Craven, was one of the biggest
money-making films in any category in 1996–97. It graph-
ically shows the slashing murders of several teenagers by 
a pair of homicidal maniacs who are themselves popular 
seniors at the local high school. Almost any gangster or 

front-teen violence  3/1/04  2:18 PM  Page 45



46

police film will raise the number of murders seen through a
young viewer’s eyes by double digits. Even the Oscar win-
ner Braveheart is filled with gory ways that medieval war-
riors put their enemies to death.

Parents who want to keep their young children away
from movies like these can probably do so. Then the
youngsters turn on the television, often with minimal su-
pervision or guidance, and are deluged with violence in the
news or on prime-time action dramas.

The National Center for Media and Values found that
prime-time commercial television programs average about
fifty crimes, including a dozen murders, every hour. At that
rate, they say, the television murder rate is roughly a thou-
sand times higher than in the real world. According to the
center, even Saturday morning cartoons are not free of vio-
lence, averaging twenty-five violent acts per hour.

The influence of screen violence on teens
According to the American Psychological Association

study, repeated exposure to violence makes violence 
seem more normal and acceptable. Furthermore, the study
showed that the results are essentially the same whether
this exposure is to real-life violence or two-dimensional vi-
olence on a screen. In other words, a child who watches re-
alistic violence on a television screen is affected to the
same extent as a child who witnesses fights at school and
gang shootings in the neighborhood.

While it remains unproven that violent entertainment
causes violent behavior, a 1996 study commissioned by
the cable television industry makes a strong connection
between what people see and how they feel. The National
Television Violence Study concluded that the side effects
of viewing television violence include learning to behave
violently, becoming more desensitized to the conse-
quences of violence, and becoming more fearful of being
attacked. The study also found that people who watch a
lot of television generally overestimate the amount of vio-
lence in their cities.
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The American Academy of Child and Adolescent Psy-
chiatry (AACAP), noting that the average American child
watches three to four hours of television daily, contends
that the contents of TV programming are a powerful influ-
ence on the values and behaviors of children. This organi-
zation of psychiatrists points out that there have been
hundreds of studies over the years on the ways viewing vi-
olence on television affects children and teenagers. Ac-
cording to the AACAP, most of the evidence shows that
children become immune to the horror of violence, come
to accept violence as a way to solve problems, imitate the
violence they see, and often start picturing themselves as
similar to a particular victimizer. The AACAP asserts that
the impact of viewing television violence may show up im-
mediately, or it may appear years later as an increased ten-
dency toward violence.

Some influential people in the government agree with
the AACAP. In 1994, Surgeon General Joycelyn Elders said:

By portraying violence as the normal means of conflict reso-
lution, the media gives youth the message that violence is 

When children are
exposed to repeated
acts of violence on
television, they may
learn that violence is
acceptable in society.
Some children imitate
television violence in
an effort to solve their
problems.
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socially acceptable and the best way to solve problems. After
more than 10 years of research, we know that a correlation
exists between violence on television and aggressive behavior
by children.

While the correlation referred to by Elders does not
amount to proof that violence on television causes con-
sistent and predictable increases in aggressive behavior in
children, a great deal of research does support it. Of 
the many researchers who have studied the relationship 
between television violence and real-world violence,
Leonard D. Eron and his colleagues have conducted the
longest-running investigation. They studied hundreds of
young males at ten-year intervals over a period of thirty
years. What they found was that the leading predictor of
how violent a nineteen-year-old would be was the level of
violence on television that he preferred when he was eight.
Dr. Eron was not saying that years of viewing violent tele-
vision necessarily make a nineteen-year-old violent, but
that television violence is a key factor in helping already
existing violent tendencies to develop. According to Eron’s
research, viewing violence on television as a young child

may help people who already have violent
tendencies decide to adopt violent meth-
ods for solving problems.

Other studies that support Elder’s claim
to a correlation between viewing violence
and real-life youth violence are based on
increases in violence following the intro-
duction of television to an area. Two years
after television was introduced to remote
Notel, Canada, physical aggression among
children increased 160 percent. Another
study looked at the effects of childhood
exposure to television on roughly compa-
rable white populations of the United
States, Canada, and South Africa. Fifteen
years after television was introduced 
to the United States and Canada, white
homicide deaths had risen over 90 percent.

Former U.S. surgeon
general Joycelyn
Elders expressed con-
cern about aggression
in children and its
relation to television
violence.
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When television arrived in South Africa, the homicide rate
among whites, which had been dropping, started climbing
and within twelve years had increased by 130 percent. 

Society’s reaction to screen violence
With high body counts showing up regularly in visual

entertainment as diverse as action movies and Saturday
morning cartoons, it is tempting to place at least part of the
blame for growing teen violence on movies and television.
People who would like to see less violence on Ameri-
ca’s screens suggest that the rise in urban violence paral-
lels the rise in violent content in movies and television
programs, although conflicting statistics are presented by
opponents and defenders of television programming. 
Despite all the research and criticism, the case for the
harmful influence of screen violence is not absolutely air-
tight. Though many people strongly suspect that there is a
definite link between violence in the media and violence
in the streets and they defend their position as intuitive 
and obvious, such a direct link still has not been scientifi-
cally proven.

In 1996 the Center for Communication at the University
of California at Los Angeles joined with the magazine U.S.
News & World Report to discover what Americans really
think of the content of commercial television. They de-
cided to compare the opinions of viewers with the opinions
of people responsible for program content, so they con-
ducted a survey of 1,000 randomly selected adult viewers
and 570 people who were influential in television and
movies.

This was not a scientific survey, but it is useful as an in-
dicator of how Americans feel about television program-
ming. The results showed that two-thirds of the public
believed television does contribute to violence and other
social problems like divorce and teen pregnancy. Surpris-
ingly, fully half of the television industry people agreed
that TV has a negative impact on the country. Further-
more, a majority of the industry people said their industry
was doing only a fair to poor job in encouraging lawful
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behavior and respect for police. Over 90 percent of view-
ers believed that television contributes directly to violence
in the country and almost 80 percent of industry people
shared that view.

On the other hand, the fact that portrayed violence and
real violence have both been increasing could just be a co-
incidence. Half of those entertainment industry people in
the survey believe that the entertainment industry is having
a negative impact on the country in terms of violence and
other social issues, but the other half feels differently.
Those media insiders and some behavioral scientists con-
tinue to assert that viewing violence does not lead to vio-
lent behavior. After all, goes one of the standard defenses
of screen violence, other countries show the same movies
and their societies are not nearly as violent as the United
States. Todd Gitlin, a professor of sociology at the Univer-
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sity of California, Berkeley, has stated: “Images don’t spill
blood. Rage, equipped with guns, does. Desperation does.
Revenge does. . . . The drug trade does; poverty does; un-
employment does.”

Resistance to curtailing screen violence
If so many people in the television industry feel that pro-

gramming contributes to violence, why do they continue to
show so much? The answers they gave centered on their
perception that violence sells advertising, which means vi-
olence is what people want to see. Since they are only pro-
viding what the public has demonstrated that it wants, they
believe, the industry is not to blame.

Attempts to regulate the amount of violence portrayed
on television and in the movies are likely to fail for several
reasons, but the primary reason is the First Amendment to
the Constitution guaranteeing freedom of speech. The
same freedom that allows people to voice their opposition
to violent movies also allows those movies to continue
playing. Prohibiting what some people find offensive runs
against the whole idea of free speech.

Furthermore, one function of popular visual entertain-
ment has always been to serve as a mirror of society, so as
long as society is riddled with violence, violence will show
up on screens. In fact, some opponents of the crusade
against media violence believe that the politicians and
other leaders are focusing on movie and television vio-
lence because they are helpless to overcome the real causes
of violence in America. In other words, media violence is
an easy target but not the real one. 

How violence is depicted in music
Violence in the media is certainly not limited to visual

depictions. There are plenty of violent auditory images as
well. The lyrics to some extremely popular songs shock
many adults, although that in itself is nothing new. Popular
music has long included violent references, but recent con-
cerns focus on the ways violence, including attacking po-
lice and women, is encouraged and glamorized in some
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music. Some bands and their promoters are getting rich
singing about the violent world of gang life, the degrada-
tion of women, suicide as a solution to a teenager’s prob-
lems, and the use of drugs and alcohol.

In “Somebody’s Gotta Die,” one of murdered rapper
Notorious B.I.G.’s songs, he sang, “Retaliation for this one
won’t be minimal, cuz I’m a criminal . . . won’t even know
what happened, if it’s done smoothly, silencers on the Uzi
[submachine gun], somebody’s gotta die.” The band Rage
Against the Machine screams repeatedly, “A bullet in ya
head” in their song of the same name. Snoop Doggy Dogg
threatens “187 on a [police officer]”—187 is the police ra-
dio code for a homicide. These are only a tiny fraction of
the references to gun-fueled violence found in some of to-
day’s popular music lyrics. 

Artists such as Pantera, 2 Live Crew, Dr. Dre, Marilyn
Manson, N.W.A., Body Count, Cannibal Corpse, Eazy-E,

A casualty of violence
himself, Notorious
B.I.G.’s rap lyrics in-
clude violent images 
of gang warfare and
retaliation.
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Ice-T, Tupac Shakur, Death, Venom, and Wasp are just a few
of the performers who have written graphically violent lyrics.

The influence of violent lyrics and violent 
musicians on teens

In indisputable ways—how often violence appears,
how explicit the description, the brutality toward women,
the references to suicide and killing police—the violent
lyrics in some of today’s most popular music are more ex-
treme than ever. However, there is continuing disagree-
ment that greater levels of violence in music lyrics
influence teens toward actual violence. Defenders tend to
be popular music’s listeners and producers, while the most
vocal opponents include parent groups and some govern-
ment leaders. 

In response to opponents who say that teenagers are
likely to emulate the violence portrayed in the song lyrics,
defenders say that this best-selling music, rather than caus-
ing violence, simply reflects the level of violence encoun-
tered by teens growing up in the cities.

Christian activists often
protest against the band
Marilyn Manson, which
has raised controversy,
in part, for its depiction
and glorification of
satanic images.

high-res image on
disk (art folder)
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Other defenders of violent lyrics simply dismiss them
as entertainment. Brian Warner, lead singer for Marilyn
Manson, explained his “Kill your parents” song as the-
atrical entertainment for his huge concert audiences. This
defense assumes that teenagers know the difference be-
tween reality and metaphor, and are capable of differenti-
ating between real life and the tough verbal posturing of
young musicians. 

Brian Warner of Mari-
lyn Manson describes
his violent lyrics as
entertainment, but
psychiatrists warn 
that too many negative
images in the media
can contribute to vio-
lent behavior among
teens.
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Although there have been stories in the papers describ-
ing isolated instances of “copy-cat” violence where a
young person claimed the idea came from a movie or car-
toon (for instance, the seventeen-year-old who blew him-
self up after learning from a MacGyver episode how to
make a simple bomb and the youths who were killed after
lying down on the center strip of a highway in imitation
of a scene in the Disney movie The Program), there are
no proven examples of music-inspired violence among
youth. 

Perhaps the pendulum of self-regulation in the com-
mercial music industry has indeed swung to an extreme of
explicit violence, as well as conspicuous sex and blatant
bad taste. Does this necessarily mean that the teens who
listen are likely to emulate what they hear and see? The
debate on this question rages on, but, according to the
AACAP, music is usually not a danger for a teenager
whose life is happy and healthy. Music with seriously de-
structive and negative themes holds no interest for most
kids, but the psychiatrists warn that the more negative mu-
sic is, the more it may contribute to harmful behavior in
conjunction with alcohol or other drug abuse, depression,
and social isolation.

Society’s reaction to violent lyrics in music
Under pressure from parent groups and government

leaders, in the late 1980s the music industry began volun-
tarily placing music warning labels that express caution;
for example, “Parental discretion advised,” “Explicit lyrics,”
and “Some may find the lyrics offensive.” The effective-
ness of these warnings has been questioned. In some cases,
it has appeared that the warnings actually serve as success-
ful advertisements for violent music.

Besides opposition from parent groups and government
leaders, most notably former senator and presidential can-
didate Bob Dole, violence in music is running into resis-
tance from some parts of the music industry. For example,
Moby Disc Records, a seven-store music retail chain in
Southern California, has a strict policy of no-sale-to-minors
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of any music that appears on their list of artists producing
violent or other controversial work. Furthermore, many ur-
ban radio stations with large teenage audiences like KMEL-
FM in San Francisco have instituted voluntary policies of
refusing to play songs with explicitly violent lyrics.

Ice Cube’s contribution
to movies and rap lyrics
has been criticized for
glamorizing violence
and gang warfare.
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Resistance to curtailing violent lyrics
Like other forms of entertainment that offend some seg-

ments of society, music with violent lyrics is generally pro-
tected by the First Amendment. Furthermore, it may be
argued that the violence in music lyrics is either fictional
or based on real events in the communities where the lis-
teners live and as such does not instigate violence, a condi-
tion that might remove violent lyrics from the category of
free speech. 

Though many parents and other adults are shocked by
the violent themes found in gangsta rap and rock music,
some members of the AACAP have argued that these
themes are symbols of some normal parts of growing up.
The possibility of violence often shows up in a young per-
son’s struggle for independence and personal power. It is
possible, say AACAP psychiatrists, that the violence in
music lyrics encourages teenagers to confront the impor-
tant ideas surrounding personal independence earlier than
they might otherwise do. 

Different viewpoints
Despite passionate declarations from people and organi-

zations with different viewpoints, the role that media vio-
lence plays in teen violence remains unclear and unproven.
Clearly, a considerable amount depends on parental super-
vision, but even that is a source of disagreement.

Some parents allow their children to be unfiltered—
that is, the children can watch whatever they like. These
parents believe they cannot forever prevent their children
from watching and listening to what they want, and they
believe that trying to screen their children from reality is
not a desirable goal. In a 1996 article in the San Diego
Union-Tribune, an eighteen-year-old high school girl’s fa-
ther, a counselor and instructor in a community college,
said, “I’ve never gotten into the protection mode.” The
girl’s mother added, “I didn’t want her seeing things that
were violent or sexual, but then she would go over to
other people’s houses and see R-rated or scary movies,
and they didn’t bother her. We trust her to use her good
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judgment. . . . If you make decisions for them, how can
they learn to live in the world?”

Of course not all parents and child advocates agree with
the unfiltered approach. “Young children absolutely need
to be protected from media violence,” said Victoria Ride-
out in the same San Diego Union-Tribune article. Rideout
was speaking as the director of the children and media pro-
gram for the Children Now advocacy organization. She be-
lieves that parents have to carefully study movie reviews,
limit exposure to television violence, and enforce their per-
spectives as parents.

An unresolved question
Aside from which approach parents advocate, experts

still do not agree on whether violent entertainment leads its
audience to behave more violently. It is very likely, how-
ever, that whatever influence media violence wields upon
American youth, it will never match the real-life violent at-
mosphere surrounding many of today’s youth.
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GANG MEMBERS, GANGBANGERS, Original Gang-
sters. The public’s image of violent youth is, more often
than not, the image of gangs. There is little doubt that a gang
member lives with more real and threatened violence than
an average teen, but just how much of the growth in teen vi-
olence is the result of gang activities? According to the U.S.
Department of Justice, no one really knows. 

The U.S. Justice Department’s Office of Juvenile Justice
and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) reports that police
records on what appear to be gang incidents do not provide
enough data to distinguish gang-related violence from
other youth violence. Even though many reports indicate
that new gangs and “franchises” of established gangs are
appearing in more and more cities and towns, and that vio-
lence attributed to gangs is increasing, it remains unclear
how much of the growth in urban youth violence is due to
gangs, and how much is due to nongang teens or young
adults. The result is that gang violence can only be dis-
cussed in terms of estimates, trends, and specific local ex-
amples that may or may not be representative of gang
violence in all areas.

Yet, the large number of admitted and confirmed gang
members being adjudicated for violent offenses in the
courts has revealed a startling and crucial fact that has
been verified by a number of research studies: only a very
small number of teens commit the majority of violent
crimes, and it appears very likely that most of those few
belong to gangs. 59

4
Gang Violence
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Definition of a gang
For generations authorities and news reports have as-

cribed a large variety of violent criminal activities to
gangs, also known as posses and crews. The truth, how-
ever, is that it is difficult to know how much teen violence
is really attributable to gangs, despite their visibility and
their proven involvement in violent activities. 

What is actually meant by the term gang? According to
a 1994 review of all of the available studies of American
gangs prepared by James C. Howell for the OJJDP, there is
no nationwide, government-accepted, standard definition
of a gang. That means that, depending on who is speak-
ing, a gang might be a large club with different branches 
and locations, a small neighborhood clique, a violent crim-
inal ring, a drug-distribution business, or a combination of
some or all of these descriptions.

The majority of teens
that do commit violent
crimes are involved in
gang activities. These
teen gang members are
being questioned by
police in Los Angeles.
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Without a consistent definition of what constitutes a gang,
it is impossible to accurately measure the violence commit-
ted by gang members. Since different law enforcement
agencies across the country have different definitions for a
gang, there is no consistent national reporting system of
gang activity. As a result, no one really knows for sure how
many gangs there are and how many members they have.

Sociologists have noted that unlike adult crime, most ju-
venile offenses are committed in groups. Therefore it is
necessary to distinguish gangs from nongang groups of
lawbreaking teenagers. Though the federal government is
reluctant to give a standard definition, police, social ser-
vice agencies, and researchers have developed their own
criteria for what makes up a gang.

Police departments with gang units (most big-city de-
partments), social service agencies, and research programs
that investigate gangs have generally used some form of
the following five criteria to define a gang: (1) there is a
formal organizational structure; (2) there is identifiable
leadership; (3) there is a specific territory considered by
the members to be their turf; (4) there is frequent, regular
interaction between members; and (5) members engage in
criminal acts and violent behavior.

Speaking at a graduation ceremony in Los Angeles in
1996, Edward James Olmos, an actor nominated for an
Academy Award for his performance in Stand and Deliver,
defined a gang as a group whose members share similar in-
terests and stand up for each other. By that definition,
everyone belongs to some form of gang, even though some
are called fraternities and clubs. Olmos noted that banding
together and forming a group for mutual support is a nor-
mal human endeavor, but the activities of these groups be-
come self-defeating when they include lethal violence.
“Being in a gang is not bad in itself,” said Olmos. “It is
what you choose to do in the gang that is important.”

American gangs today
Though the Department of Justice feels that its statistics

on gangs are far from perfect, their 1993 survey of law 
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enforcement agencies using at least three of the five gang-
definition criteria attempted to count the number of gangs
operating in the United States. That survey of 1992 statis-
tics produced a count of approximately 4,880 groups that
matched the gang criteria. The membership at that time
was about 250,000. By 1996, the OJJDP’s National Youth
Gang Center, still using “unofficial” criteria, counted
23,000 gangs with anywhere from 500,000 to perhaps
665,000 members nationwide. 

Actor Edward James
Olmos feels teens
naturally band together 
in groups for mutual
support, not to engage
in violence or illegal
activities.
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The age of gang members, according to the OJJDP,
ranges from about twelve to twenty-five years. The aver-
age age is seventeen. In some cities 90 percent of gang
members are juveniles; in other cities only 25 percent are
juveniles.

According to gang expert Malcolm Klein, in 1995 youth
gangs were active in 125 American cities. Chicago alone
has more than 100 gangs with an estimated 12,000 to
15,000 members. Estimates of the number of gangs in the
Los Angeles area vary wildly—as low as 300 to as high as
950. As inconsistent and unreliable as nationwide gang
data are, many cities have reported one estimate with un-
characteristic consistency: about 7 percent of all inner-city
juveniles are gang members.

Other studies have attempted to determine how long a
juvenile remains in a gang. Incarcerated gang members
have reported being involved in gang life an average of five
years. Being imprisoned for serious violent and drug
crimes has generally been taken as evidence that most of
these were hard-core gang members. When the OJJDP
looked at all the members of selected street gangs, how-
ever, a different picture emerged. The surprising, though
incomplete, finding was that although some hard-core
members are active in gang life from early adolescence to
their late twenties, more than half of the juveniles that be-
come involved in a gang remain involved for no more than
one year. The reasons for these short “enlistments” have
yet to be carefully studied.

In a 1993 study of Hispanic gangs in Los Angeles by
Richard Cervantes, 12 percent of the gang members re-
ported that their fathers had been involved in gangs. Fur-
thermore, Cervantes found that 54 percent had brothers in
gangs, and 26 percent had a sister involved in a gang at
some time. 

Female gang members
Female membership in gangs also appears to be increas-

ing, according to OJJDP reports. The OJJDP reported that
in 1993, about 7,000 girls were members of gangs, about 3
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percent of all gang members. Like all gang statistics, law
enforcement officials have a difficult time estimating the
number of girls in gangs. The Los Angeles Sheriff’s Gang
Enforcement Team reported in 1994 that they have files on
about 100,000 active gang members and about 10 percent
of them are girls. Are there 7,000 girl gang members in the
country or 10,000 girl gang members in L.A. alone? The
difficulties in defining and estimating gang membership
frequently produce such disparate figures. But whichever
figures are closest to the truth, one fact is clear: female
membership in gangs is also increasing.

Ethnic composition
The racial and ethnic composition of gangs changes

over time. Until the mid-1950s, the majority of gangs in
the United States were made up of white immigrant adults
and kids. By the 1970s, about 80 percent of gang members
were either African American or Hispanic. Beginning in
the 1980s, the growing focus on gangs produced numerous
sets of statistics concerning ethnic composition that were
seldom in agreement. For example, the Justice Department’s
OJJDP reported in 1990 that 55 percent of gang member-
ship was African American and 33 percent was Hispanic. A
year later the National Institute of Justice released its own
figures, which indicated that 47.8 percent of gang members
were African American, 42.7 percent were Hispanic, 5.2
percent were Asian, and 4.4 percent were white. 

While the figures on ethnic gang membership vary from
survey to survey, and while they may reflect a dispropor-
tionate focus on ethnic minority youths by police, they
nevertheless point to a serious gang problem in ethnic
communities.

Functions of gangs
Most gang members, regardless of their gender or race,

come from poverty-stricken neighborhoods where fathers
are frequently absent and mothers struggle to make a liv-
ing, leaving children to fend for themselves. As a result,
gangs, posses, and crews frequently serve as a kind of al-

front-teen violence  3/1/04  2:18 PM  Page 64



65

ternative family structure. It has even been suggested that
gangs provide the discipline that all young people really
long for but are not getting at home.

The picture of gang activities that emerges from the vast
number of studies of gang life shows that gang members
spend most of their time engaging in behavior that is not

Gang members recog-
nize each other through
styles of dress and hand
signals. This member of
the Los Angeles–based
Big Hazard gang dem-
onstrates his gang’s sign
in front of a memorial to
dead members.
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all that unusual among nongang adolescents. The most
common gang activities appear to be hanging out, listening
to music, cruising in a car, and drinking or getting high
(though some gangs have taboos on taking addictive
drugs). Add fighting and marking their turf with graffiti
(tagging) and most of the activities of most gangs are cov-
ered. But it is no misconception that some gang members
commit serious violent crimes in the course of their gang
activities.

From interviews with violent gang members who were
about to be tried as adults because of the brutality and
magnitude of their crimes, a consistent psychological pro-
file emerged that depicts what happens in gangs. The inter-
views revealed that gangs draw young people into a sort of
aggressive but close-knit family that provides what the
teens do not find at home—support, guidance, identity, and
even a rough form of affection.

In most inner-city communities, interpersonal aggres-
sion is a fact of life. In this social environment, earning
and keeping the respect of one’s peers governs every as-
pect of public behavior, even violence. On the streets of
the inner city, the need to build respect is directly linked to
the need to be safe. The catch is that the test of being wor-
thy of respect is usually violence. A young person lacking
gang affiliation is in great danger of being tested during
every outing.

Use of violence in gangs
Gangs meet a universal set of needs among young peo-

ple, particularly the desire to feel important, to find excite-
ment, and to have the material things they want. Gangs
offer protection and acceptance to many teenagers who
have no security or real family life, and gangs meet the
fundamental human yearning to belong. This need often
matters more to a poor kid than what must be done to gain
admittance to and acceptance in a gang. To join a gang, a
youngster has to be constantly tough, has to revenge every
insult or sign of disrespect, has to carry a gun or a knife,
and, sooner or later, has to use it.
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The tools of violence used by gangs include fists and
feet, bats, knives, and guns from simple revolvers to 
military-style automatic assault weapons. Violence in-
tended to be less than lethal, although sometimes it goes
too far, includes initiation and “jump-out” (the opposite of
initiation—when a member wants out) beatings. These
typically involve three to five members beating a new (or
departing) member for three minutes, often leaving the
victim unconscious and in dire need of hospital treatment.
Even after being jumped-out the former member will be
beaten again if gang members encounter him alone on the
street. Sometimes the beatings end in death.

Intentionally lethal violence has become acceptable in
many gangs. A gang member may be requested, pressured,
or forced to use a gun for a variety of reasons, including to
revenge an insult, to earn respect by demonstrating “nerve”
and manliness, to avenge—often with a drive-by shooting—
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a violent attack by members of a rival gang, or even some-
times in a random act of violence just for excitement.

Largely as a result of extensive media coverage, drive-
by shootings are the kind of violence for which gangs are
most infamous. In his 1992 report on gang crime, Los An-
geles district attorney Ira Reiner said that drive-by shoot-
ings are typically committed by small sets of gang
members, not entire gangs. In Reiner’s analysis, drive-by
shootings are most often related to revenge, turf disputes,
and status. He described a long-running battle between two
different sets of L.A.’s Crips that started over a junior high
school romance. The result was a series of revenge drive-
by shootings that produced over twenty deaths.

Lethal violence is usually the province of male gang
members, but in violent gangs the females are not exempt
from fighting and other forms of violence. Initiation, for
example, can involve either surviving a timed beating or
submitting to multiple rapes. 

Most inner-city gang members develop a fearlessness
that reflects the code of the streets. They do not back
down. They are persistent in revenging an insult. They are
obsessive in paying back an assault. And they fully expect
that they could die violently at any time. Furthermore, they
feel they have little to lose and much respect and reputa-
tion to gain by going to prison, so they are not concerned
with police or the law. When gang members reach the
point where they have no fear, no hope for real jobs, and no
stake in the system, they often cut all their ties to main-
stream society. 

Relationship between gang violence and drugs
A great deal of publicity has been generated about the

use of lethal violence by some gangs to control drug bus-
iness, particularly the distribution of crack cocaine in
cities. Research, however, has provided little evidence 
that most inner-city teen homicides are the result of drug-
related violence.

Work by Malcolm Klein with gangs in Los Angeles
from the mid-1980s to the mid-1990s, as well as reports
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from other research, found that gang members were in-
volved in only about a quarter of the arrests for crack dis-
tribution, and they were arrested for less than 10 percent of
the drug-related homicides. Klein reported that even
though 25 percent of crack distribution arrests were of
gang members, only certain gang members were heavily
involved and drug trafficking was not the primary activity
in most violent gangs.

A study of Chicago gangs reported by OJJDP appears to
verify Klein’s work. The OJJDP study found that of the
city’s four largest and most criminally active street gangs,
only 8 of 285 gang-motivated homicides between 1987
and 1990 were related to drugs. In the Boston area, police
reports indicate that only about 10 percent of the violent
crimes committed by gang members involved drug dealing

Although gang violence
more often erupts over
competition for terri-
tory than drug-related
issues, some gang
members do participate
in drug distribution.
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or use of drugs. A few drug trafficking gangs, cliques
within gangs, and gangs organized exclusively for drug
distribution have been identified, but research clearly indi-
cates that far more gang violence occurs as the result of in-
tergang competition for turf. 

Signs of change
In the past, police have responded to gang violence with

military-like attacks, and the courts have thrown tens of
thousands of gang members into prisons. Nevertheless as
gang violence continued to escalate, inner-city neighbor-
hoods and housing projects began condemning the vio-
lence and striving to provide alternatives to gang life for
their youth. Then local and state governments started form-
ing task forces to create prevention programs that draw
upon members of the communities, service organizations,
police, and schools.

There is a new consensus that prevention offers the best
chance of diverting teens from a dead-end life. Many peo-
ple now see the violent actions of gang members as symp-
toms of a community’s problems like substandard schools,
joblessness, boredom, dysfunctional families, intense
poverty, and despair. The hope is that prevention will prove
to be successful in directing a community’s energies to-
ward solving these problems and providing meaningful al-
ternatives to gang life.

Beginning in 1994, signs began to appear that gangs
were using less violence. For example, in that year the
Bloods and the Crips, the two notorious gangs based in
Los Angeles, agreed to a truce, which produced a signifi-
cant drop in gang violence in Southern California. Then
the 1995 crime figures from the FBI showed the first de-
cline in gang-related violence in more than ten years.
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FOR MOST OF the twentieth century, Americans’ re-
sponse to teen violence has leaned heavily toward reacting
to it rather than preventing it. In the face of shrill headlines
about exploding teen violence, government at all levels has
tended to pour ever-increasing amounts of money into
more police, more law enforcement hardware, more pris-
ons, and more courts. Since the 1980s, expenditures in the
United States for criminal justice (juvenile and adult com-
bined) have increased four times as rapidly as for educa-
tion and twice as rapidly as for health and hospitals,
according to the Milton S. Eisenhower Foundation, which
studies inner-city crime.

There are hundreds of different laws, police strategies,
and community programs to deter teen violence, but when
deterrence fails the juvenile justice system takes over.

The juvenile justice system
The first juvenile court was established in 1899 in Cook

County, Illinois, and by 1925 forty-six states had juvenile
courts. Today 95 percent of juvenile crime is handled by
the state courts and only 5 percent by the federal govern-
ment. For most of the twentieth century, the goal of the ju-
venile justice system has been rehabilitation, unlike the
adult justice system, which is based on accountability and
punishment. Juveniles could not be held accountable for
wrongdoing because, the argument went, they were too

5
Teens in the Juvenile

Justice System
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young to understand the consequences of their actions and
to show mature judgment. Criminal behavior in juveniles
was seen as a sort of youthful illness that could be cured
with the right combination of counseling, teaching, and
role modeling.

The emphasis on treatment and rehabilitation is still re-
flected in the words used in juvenile justice. People below
the age of eighteen who commit crimes are not criminals
but delinquents. Instead of being arrested, they are “taken
into custody,” where they are detained rather than jailed.
Instead of being charged with a crime, they are referred to
the court where they have a hearing, not a trial. They are
not convicted and sentenced—they are found delinquent
and placed, not imprisoned, in a residential facility, a de-
tention center, or a juvenile work camp.

A new mood in juvenile justice
Starting in the 1970s, state governments, prompted by

the public’s concern over widespread reports of drastic in-

The goal of the juvenile
justice system is not
only to punish but also
to educate. Classes
such as the one shown
here in a Los Angeles
youth prison help to
rehabilitate gang mem-
bers and other teen
offenders.
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creases in violent juvenile crime, enacted laws designed to
change the authority and practice of the juvenile justice
system. These laws, though they varied greatly from state
to state and continue to do so, sought to alter three basic
aspects of juvenile justice: reducing or removing the confi-
dentiality of juvenile records, reducing the power of juve-
nile court judges to consider the future welfare of young
offenders, and requiring longer, tougher punishments for
violent juveniles. 

The trend toward uncompromising treatment of violent
juveniles accelerated in the late 1980s after a series of De-
partment of Justice reports revealed that juvenile homi-
cide rates were climbing even though the teenage
population was not growing. The states responded with
tougher laws that forced courts to prosecute violent
teenagers the same as violent adults and punish them with
imprisonment instead of attempting to rehabilitate them.
Consequently, the latest version of the juvenile justice
system is quite different in appearance from the system
that was in place before 1970. 

The wave of legislation that swept through the juvenile
justice system between 1970 and 1990 has effectively dis-
mantled much of the treatment-oriented system that tended
to put violent teenage offenders back on the streets. As a
result, violent and habitual juvenile criminals are now far
more likely to receive long-term incarceration (lockup) in-
stead of treatment or probation. In many states that means
the more violent teens are treated as adult criminals. Fur-
thermore, there is much less willingness on the part of
state legislatures to provide funding for rehabilitation ac-
tivities (education, drug counseling, job training) during
incarceration.

Confidentiality of juvenile records is 
fast becoming extinct 

For decades, records of juvenile crime have been treated
with special confidentiality to keep a rehabilitated teen-
ager’s mistakes from interfering with later activities like
getting a job. As a result, juvenile records were usually
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sealed, a practice that made it difficult or even impossible
years later for courts and law enforcement agencies to de-
termine if a person they had arrested was a first offender or
a habitual criminal.

Faced with large numbers of far more serious juvenile
offenders than the legislators had in mind when they cre-
ated the confidentiality laws, most states have passed new
laws that remove much of the protected status once con-
ferred on teens by their age. The increased seriousness of
juvenile violence created a need to share information about
teen offenders between law enforcement agencies so they
could better protect the public. In prosecuting violent adult
offenders, it had become more important than ever to know
if they had violent juvenile records. Consequently, a de-
mand arose to make juvenile arrest records, court proceed-
ings, and sentences open to all law enforcement agencies
and courts. New laws and procedures have made it far
more difficult for young adult criminals to leave their juve-
nile records behind them.

Where crime and punishment meet:
the juvenile court

The juvenile court plays a critical role in the lives of chil-
dren and teens who enter its workings. When juveniles are
arrested and charged with a serious crime, they are adjudi-
cated—that is, placed under the jurisdiction of the juvenile
court. Since there are no jury trials in the juvenile justice
system, their immediate fate is in the hands of the judge.

When a teenager is brought into court and accused of a
violent offense, the judge usually orders immediate or con-
tinued detention to protect the public from further delin-
quent acts. At a subsequent hearing, the judge then hears
testimony from police and witnesses and reports from pro-
bation officers before deciding the offender’s fate. The bru-
tality of the crime and the teenager’s history will influence
the judge’s decision. First offenders may receive proba-
tion, which means being released under the supervision of
a court-appointed probation officer with the condition that
the juvenile maintain good behavior. Whenever possible,
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the offenders are released into the custody of their parents;
this is provided as an alternative to incarceration for some
teenagers provided, of course, that they have no record of
serious crime. 

For serious and repeat offenders, the option of probation
does not exist. These teenagers are most likely to be sen-
tenced to juvenile hall, reform school, youth ranch, work

Instead of waiting for
jury trials, the fate of
juvenile offenders is
decided immediately 
by a judge. First-time
offenders are often
appointed probation 
officers to whom they
must report periodically.
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camp, boot camp, or a youth prison. In cases of serious vi-
olence or habitual criminality, adjudication can also result
in a waiver, meaning the juvenile is transferred into adult
court and prosecuted as an adult criminal. Sentencing as an
adult is done to remove the possibility of a violent teen’s
getting off with a relatively short sentence. Many states al-
low judges to decide on a case-by-case basis whether to
waive a sixteen-year-old offender. In two states children as
young as ten can be waived to adult courts, and several
states have no minimum age at all.

From juvenile to adult court
The OJJDP’s juvenile court statistics show that the num-

ber of cases (nationwide) transferred to criminal adult
court by waiver grew by 29 percent between 1987 and
1991, from about seven thousand cases to about nine thou-
sand cases, and the number of waived cases continued to
increase through 1997. Nevertheless, the success of
waivers in punishing offenders and deterring crime is ques-
tionable. The National Council on Crime and Delinquency
(NCCD) has observed that waiver to adult court often
leads to dismissal, reduced charges, or probation rather
than incarceration in adult prisons, although this may be
changing. Furthermore, several states have had their vio-
lent juvenile arrest rates actually increase following the in-
troduction of waivers (New York, Idaho, and Florida,
according to the NCCD). In fact, Florida has relied exten-
sively on mandatory waiver and yet that state suffers from
one of the nation’s most serious juvenile violent crime
problems. 

Depending on the state, there are several degrees of con-
sequences for violent juvenile offenders. The most severe
is waiver to adult court, sentencing as an adult, and impris-
onment in adult institutions along with the adult inmates.
Then there is “graduated incarceration,” where juveniles
are kept in juvenile correctional facilities until they turn
eighteen, at which time they may be transferred to adult fa-
cilities for the remainder of their sentence. A few states at-
tempt to keep some of the old approach to juvenile justice
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by sentencing their violent juveniles to “segregated incar-
ceration,” where they are housed in separate facilities with
other juveniles with the possibility of qualifying for spe-
cial training, boot camps, or rehabilitation programs.

Of the approximately 1 million individuals locked up in
all types of prisons in the United States, about seventy-five
thousand are teenagers. Locking up violent juveniles is ex-
pensive. The New York State Division for Youth, which
keeps juvenile offenders in large institutions, reports that it
spends about $30,000 per year per individual. The Na-
tional Council on Crime and Delinquency puts the figure at
between $35,000 and $60,000 per year to incarcerate one
juvenile in a state reform school (called training schools in
some states). That is more than the annual tuition at some
of the country’s best private colleges.

These Los Angeles
gang members are
segregated from other
teens in a juvenile
prison cell. In addition
to segregation, violent
offenders may also be
transferred to adult
facilities.
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Questions about more and longer prison
terms for juveniles

The drop in the national crime rates that occurred in
1995 followed a dramatic increase in the number of offend-
ers of all ages sentenced to long prison terms during the
1980s and 1990s. Putting more people in prison certainly
leads to less crime—at least for a while. Incarceration
keeps violent offenders off the streets for years, but some
organizations question whether locking up more people,
particularly juveniles, is effective in reducing crime rates.
The National Council on Crime and Delinquency points
out that even though the American prison population dou-
bled between 1980 and 1990, serious crime, including vio-
lent juvenile crime, decreased in the mid-1990s an average
of less than 20 percent. Clearly locking up more violent of-
fenders does have some effect on reducing crime, but more
than 80 percent of the crimes continue unabated. 

Everyone in the juvenile justice system agrees that juve-
niles who have committed brutal crimes of violence should
be incarcerated to punish them and protect the public. As a
deterrent to crime, longer and tougher prison sentences
seem to reduce violent juvenile crime in some states while
such sentences are largely ineffective in others (most no-
tably in Florida). The American Academy of Child and
Adolescent Psychiatry cites numerous studies showing that
teenagers seldom think about consequences when they are
tempted by the peer pressure and excitement of street
crime and gang membership. This might explain why
tougher sentencing practices are not as effective in deter-
ring violent crime as legislators hoped they would be.

The policy of sending increasing numbers of individuals
to prison has had some startling consequences. According
to statistics from the National Council on Crime and
Delinquency, by the early 1990s the United States had a far
higher percentage of its population in prison than any other
industrialized nation in the world. In California and several
other states, more money was spent on prisons in 1996
than on education. 
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Furthermore, the increase in numbers of people incar-
cerated has not occurred at the same rate for all races. Fig-
ures from the 1991 U.S. Census Bureau’s Children in
Custody Survey show that black juveniles are confined in
facilities at over three times the rate of white juveniles and
Hispanic juveniles are confined at a rate 60 percent greater
than that of whites. In 1995, a third of all black American
males were under arrest, in jail or prison, on probation, or
on parole. Aside from the frequently asserted idea that
these statistics are related to deep-seated racism, the fact
remains (documented in NCCD and OJJDP studies) that
minority youth, particularly African Americans, are almost
twice as likely to be held in secure pretrial confinement
than are white youth. Similarly, minority youth in the United
States consistently receive more severe dispositions than
white youth and are more likely to be committed to state in-
stitutions than whites for the same offenses.

Black juveniles make 
up the greatest percent-
age of incarcerated
teens and often receive
harsher sentencing than
other teens who commit
the same crimes.
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Because of poverty, the families of minority youths are
often unable to arrange for the same kind of strong legal
representation more generally possible for white families.
The free legal counsel supplied in some courts is often in-
adequate—Mary Broderick, director of the National Legal
Aid and Defender Association, noted that juvenile court is
frequently used as a training ground for inexperienced
public defenders.

The changes in how violent juvenile offenders are sen-
tenced, the increase in prosecution of violent juvenile of-
fenders as adults, and the opening of juvenile offenders’
records will, according to the OJJDP, have a disproportion-
ate impact on minority teens because they are already
overrepresented in the serious and violent crime cate-
gories. The judicial trend that began in the 1970s is pro-
pelling more minority juvenile offenders into adult courts
and prison systems than nonminority offenders.

Despite the move toward longer sentences for juveniles,
the traditional views of juvenile justice are still alive. Since
the majority of juvenile offenders are involved in less seri-
ous wrongdoing, much of the juvenile justice system con-
tinues to be guided by the belief that, given a chance, a
troubled young person will usually change for the better.
Nevertheless, treating increasing numbers of both violent
and nonviolent juveniles as adult criminals represents a
fundamental shift in America’s juvenile justice philosophy,
a shift that reflects the increasingly brutal acts of a small
percentage of teenage offenders.

Moving violent teens into the adult 
justice system

Responding to overwhelming evidence that less than 15
percent of juvenile offenders commit 50 to 75 percent of
the serious violent juvenile crime, the OJJDP created the
Serious Habitual Offender Comprehensive Action Pro-
gram (SHOCAP). SHOCAP is a federal program de-
signed to help law enforcement and justice systems at the
state level, where most juvenile prosecution takes place,
identify, track, arrest, and prosecute the most violent ju-
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venile offenders. One outcome of SHOCAP is that more 
violent and habitual offenders are being prosecuted as
adult criminals.

Talking about the most brutal juveniles in a 1992
speech, William P. Barr, the U.S. attorney general at the
time, stated: “Every experienced law enforcement officer
has encountered 16- and 17-year-olds who are as mature
and criminally hardened as adult offenders. Public safety
demands that these habitual and dangerous criminals be
tried and punished as adults.”

Like other advocates of a tougher criminal justice sys-
tem for young offenders, the former attorney general and
the OJJDP believe that too many violent teenagers have es-
caped significant punishment, and that this has created the
prevailing attitude among juvenile offenders that they will
face no serious punishment for illegal behavior. That may
be changing since the juvenile justice system has started
frequently using the waiver to adult court.

While the legal basis for waiver varies from state to state,
the clear trend is a rapid increase in the use of waiver. By
the mid-1990s, almost every state had passed legislation
lowering the age of adult jurisdiction and increasing the
number of offenses that could be transferred to adult court.
Most states now also require that juveniles with a repetitive
criminal history be waived to adult criminal court.

Are long sentences ineffective?
The wisdom of moving large numbers of teen offenders

into the adult justice system has been challenged by many
groups, including, surprisingly enough, the Department of
Justice. The department stated in its 1996 report on violent
juvenile crime, “The violent criminal behavior of a rela-
tively small proportion of juvenile offenders has created a
public perception of rampant violent crime by juveniles.”
The report expressed concern that many of the new laws
that were sending more juveniles into the adult system
were written following emotionally charged, political
speeches that passionately urged action to “curb juvenile
violence.” In some instances, a single sensational incident
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prompted a new law. The report noted that although some
states had succeeded in making their juvenile justice sys-
tems more punitive, more costly, and more like their adult
counterparts, the evidence for a decrease in juvenile vio-
lence was inconclusive.

Opponents of treating violent juvenile offenders as
adults and giving them long sentences in adult correctional
institutions point to research showing that involvement in
serious violent crime peaks between age sixteen and sev-
enteen. According to the National Council on Crime and
Delinquency, high-risk juveniles do not remain high-risk.
Criminologists have established that the likelihood of vio-
lent teens’ continuing to commit crimes of violence after
the age of twenty drops dramatically. A 1988 study by the
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California Department of Youth Authority concluded that
longer sentences for youthful offenders have little or no
impact on crime and public safety.

Some states have attempted to strike a balance between
punishing juvenile offenders, protecting the public, restoring
a sense of community in violence-torn areas, and enhancing
offenders’ chances of eventually becoming law-abiding,
contributing members of society. These attempts at balance
include isolating the serious habitual offenders from other
juveniles by applying SHOCAP techniques and transferring
them to the adult system, increasing funding of job training,
youth programs, and family community services, and es-
tablishing rehabilitation and supervision programs for first
offenders. The type and length of punishment a violent
teen receives varies from state to state, so there is no uni-
form, nationwide approach. 

Small institutions for the small percentage
A 1994 report by the National Council on Crime and

Delinquency has named three states—Massachusetts,
Utah, and Missouri—as having the closest to what it con-
siders to be model youth corrections systems for violent
juvenile offenders. Each of these states has abandoned
large reform schools and developed small, secure facilities
for the few juveniles (about 15 percent) who are danger-
ous. The largest of these facilities holds twenty teenagers.
The vast majority of nonviolent juvenile offenders are
placed in group homes, foster care, day treatment pro-
grams, and intensive supervision programs at less cost.
Furthermore, with these programs Massachusetts and Utah
transfer very few teens to adult criminal courts.

The National Council on Crime and Delinquency points
out that the purpose of programs like these is to increase
the effectiveness of juvenile justice, not to save money.
The money not spent on large training schools goes into
the small but intensive serious offender programs and ex-
tensive follow-up efforts. 

Evaluation of the Massachusetts and Utah juvenile sys-
tems shows that offenders who went through them were
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significantly less likely to commit violent crimes after re-
lease than graduates of large reform schools and detention
facilities. The Massachusetts program began in 1970, and
so far the major juvenile crime wave predicted by skeptics
has not occurred.

Alternatives to putting juveniles behind 
bars for years

Department of Justice statistics show that 94 percent of
young prisoners with extensive records of serious and vio-
lent crime are arrested again within three years of release.
The New York State Division for Youth reports that 65
percent of all its juvenile prisoners are arrested again after
they are released. Figures like these are used to support
the argument that locking up teens is only a short-term so-
lution to deterring violent crime. Opponents of the quick
fix solution argue that these former juvenile offenders go
right back to their old ways, often because they have no
education, job training, or hope for a life in mainstream
America.

Fearing that many juveniles incarcerated for violent acts
will become repeat offenders when they are released, many
states are looking for alternatives to locking teenagers up
in prisons, alternatives that may help teens build the matu-
rity and skills needed to leave their violent actions behind
them and to join mainstream society. Behind this search
for alternatives is the idea that there is still some hope for
these teenagers.

A common alternative to juvenile hall and prison-style
facilities is the juvenile ranch, or work camp. Most work
camps have no walls or locked doors, and counselors and
work group leaders replace guards. Found in secluded lo-
cations in every state, these facilities do not represent new
alternatives, but the way they are run has changed in recent
years. In the ranches and camps, life is highly structured
and almost all the time is filled with work, counseling,
school, and health programs. The core message drummed
into young offenders at these places is “Take charge of
your life.”
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The primary incentive for offenders to gain control of
their lives is the fear of prison. The courts and the coun-
selors inform teens who are sent to work camps or ranches
that if they do not follow the rules, the next stop is prison.

For many of the kids at juvenile ranches and camps, vio-
lence has been a large part of their lives, and it is hard to
shake their old ways. Many do fairly well while they are
under close supervision, but the statistics show that over
half of them get back into trouble after they are released
from ranches and camps. In an attempt to remedy this, the
juvenile justice system is placing more emphasis on better
postrelease supervision and continued drug and alcohol
treatment to help the teenagers who want to stay sober.

Boot camp
Another alternative to prison for youthful violent of-

fenders is what has come to be known as boot camp,
named after the tough, disciplined training camp through
which all new military recruits pass. Some states call their
boot camps “shock incarceration.” Though tougher than

This privately run work
camp in South Carolina
provides an alternative
to prison for convicted
juvenile offenders.
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work ranches and camps, these facilities are also seen as a
final rehabilitation opportunity for teenagers who other-
wise would be serving time in prison. With the alternative
being a one-to-two-year prison sentence, most offenders
who are offered a ninety-day boot camp gladly accept.

Offenders typically spend their time in boot camp un-
dergoing intense physical and disciplinary training de-
signed to teach them that they are ultimately responsible
for their actions. Often the boot camps are located within
the walls of prisons so the young offenders are constantly
reminded of what awaits them if they do not get the mes-
sage. After three months, they are released on parole.

A drill instructor re-
primands a juvenile
offender at the medium-
security Second Chance
Boot Camp in Washing-
ton State.
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A more extreme version of a boot camp is the Florida
Environmental Institute (FEI). Opened in 1982, FEI
houses some of Florida’s most violent youth, and it does so
without fences, lockdowns, or the physical restraints usu-
ally associated with maximum-security programs. Located
in a remote area of the northern reaches of the Florida
Everglades, FEI is surrounded by swamps and forests. The
facilities are wooden structures built by the inmates and
staff. The program in the camp emphasizes hard work. Af-
ter work, each teen receives counseling and attends
classes. The typical amount of time spent at FEI is eigh-
teen months.

Work ranches and camps, boot camps, and FEI have all
demonstrated improvement in recidivism rates (going
back to court for new crimes) on the order of 5 percent
(average of 28 percent recidivism within one year after
being released from prison versus 23 percent reci-
divism within one year after being released from a camp
or ranch). 

Growing pressure of demographics on 
juvenile justice 

Demographics, the study of the composition and distrib-
ution of a population, reveals an approaching crisis in juve-
nile violence and fuels debate among people and agencies
charged with administering juvenile justice. The sheer
pressure of numbers has the courts and detention centers
bulging at the seams. According to the U.S. Census Bu-
reau, in 1980 there were about 10.7 million males in the
fifteen- to nineteen-year-old age group (most violent juve-
nile crimes are committed by males). By 1990 there were
only 9.2 million. But by 2010, projections indicate that
there will be about 11.5 million fifteen- to nineteen-year-
old males in the United States. Furthermore, it seems
likely, based on what sociologists are seeing in impover-
ished inner-city families, that an unprecedented number of
those teenagers will grow up in troubled homes and high-
crime communities, both factors that tend to encourage vi-
olent behavior. 
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This prediction of such a large growth in the teen popu-
lation squelched optimism about recent drops in violent ju-
venile crime levels. The growing concern and fear arising
from the demographic predictions lend a sense of urgency
to the debates over where to focus attention and funds in
juvenile justice, crime prevention, law enforcement, and
prison expansion.

Finding a better response to teen violence
No one disputes that the public has a right to be pro-

tected from violent criminals of all ages. But for every law
enforcement expert like Los Angeles County district attor-
ney Gil Garcetti, who insists that “if they are old enough to
do the crime they are old enough to do the time,” there is a
group like the Coalition for Juvenile Justice arguing that
locking up increasing numbers of young people has an
enormous economic and social cost and will probably fail
to have a lasting effect on reducing teen violence. In efforts
to avoid the expense of incarcerating juvenile offenders,
many social scientists and governmental agencies are turn-
ing to strategies for preventing teen violence.
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IN A MONUMENTAL effort to protect the public from
dangerous teens, the government and the police of the
United States have arrested, prosecuted, and imprisoned
record numbers of juveniles, but the violence has contin-
ued. By the mid-1990s, all but the most battle-hungry po-
lice were willing to admit that harsh suppression of violent
teens produced only local, temporary successes and that it
was not working to quell urban violence over the long run.
Law enforcement and the juvenile justice system were
forced to look for other strategies for achieving long-term
reductions in teen violence.

Even though violent juvenile crime declined somewhat
between 1995 and 1997, locking up juveniles after they
have already hurt or killed someone has not achieved the
major reductions in juvenile violence that are needed.
Furthermore, tougher laws and courts so far have pro-
duced disappointing results in preventing juvenile vio-
lence. Instead, government agencies and many levels of
society have concluded that treating the causes of teen vio-
lence offers the best hope of preventing it.

The public health approach to preventing 
teen violence

The U.S. surgeon general has declared teen violence to
be a public health issue like other health threats, for 
example, disease, tainted food, toxic wastes, and drugs.

6
Preventing Teen

Violence
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According to the surgeon general’s office, treating fire-
arm injuries costs nearly $3 billion a year in medical ex-
penses, and at least 20 percent of that cost is the result of
teens shooting teens. 

The health problems of violence are measured in more
ways than direct medical cost. Dozens of studies document
both the immediate and the long-term psychological and
physical consequences of violence to victims, witnesses,
and family members. Students at inner-city schools, for ex-
ample, frequently show all the signs of post–traumatic
stress disorder usually associated with combat veterans.

Prevention is the tried and proven response to control-
ling a public health hazard. Taking this approach, the U.S.
surgeon general has said that to prevent teen violence, the
risk of a child facing violence in the future must be re-
duced and the immediate sources of violence to adoles-
cents and teens must be removed. Seen in the context of a
public health problem, preventing teen violence is a long-
term, coordinated effort involving not only teens but also
their families, social attitudes, and neighborhoods. 
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Prevention starts in the family
A primary role of parents in any family is to maintain an

orderly home environment that includes supervision and
discipline. Lacking supervision and discipline, teens are
apt to define the boundaries of their own behavior. Without
guidance, juveniles may come to view violence as accept-
able behavior. To help more teenagers in their needs for
guidance, some community outreach programs are concen-
trating on teaching parents more effective parenting skills.
These programs recognize that good parenting does not
just happen, and it is even less likely in people who them-
selves have never experienced good parenting.

The qualities of good parenting are mostly learned, and
therefore they can be taught. Advocates for children be-
lieve that the privilege and responsibilities of parenting
should include learning how to do it right. That learning—
what is sometimes called parenting training—is increas-
ingly available to people from all walks of life.

A prime example of a good-parenting program is Healthy
Families America, launched in 1992 by the Chicago-based
nonprofit National Committee to Prevent Child Abuse in
partnership with Ronald McDonald House Charities.
Healthy Families America works with hospitals, prenatal
clinics, and doctors to identify mothers in stressful and po-
tentially abusive situations either before they give birth or
immediately afterward. These women are provided with
weekly home visits, counseling, and similar support for as
long as five years. The only thing preventing nationwide
adoption of this and similar programs is money. Healthy
Families America costs up to $2,000 per family per year,
most of which must come from local government sources. 

One of the things that shows up the most frequently in
the personal histories of violent teens is that they were, as
young children, physically abused or neglected by one or
both parents. Consequently child abuse prevention is now
seen as a key to preventing teen violence. An example of a
promising child abuse prevention program is Hawaii’s
Healthy Start, funded by the state since 1987. This program
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starts helping young and at-risk parents become good fa-
thers and mothers the day their baby arrives. A caseworker
interviews new parents in the hospital shortly after their
child is born. The aim is to identify parents who may be at
risk of abusing their children, which includes teen moth-
ers, alcoholics, drug users, welfare recipients, or individu-
als who themselves have been abused either as children or
adults. Parents who fall into the high-risk category are of-
fered, at no charge, the services of a home visitor for up to
five years. The home visitor shows parents how to feed
and nurture a baby, and they ensure that children get regu-
lar, preventative medical care. In some cases they help
parents find jobs and housing. Parents are not forced to
enroll in the program, but few refuse. Hawaii’s Healthy
Start has been calculated to cost less than half of what the
state spends each year on postabuse protective custody
and foster care.

In 1996, the Rand Corporation released the results of a
study that showed parenting training works. The study found
that when trained health-care professionals pay regular visits
to the home of new parents, who also receive parent training,
there are significant reductions in problem behaviors of the
children in those families in later years. Programs like
Healthy Start are now functioning in every state. Though it is
too early to measure their full effect, officials are optimistic
that reducing the number of child abuse victims will cause a
major drop in teen violence in the years to come.

The community as extended family
Successful community-based programs must provide

multiple answers to multiple problems. For those that deal
directly with teens, these programs must respond to a vari-
ety of young people who have different backgrounds and
different problems by matching the amount and kind of
support and discipline to each individual. They do this by
linking mentors, counselors, and peers with teens who
need help with school, job training, job placement, or solv-
ing personal problems. Many community-based programs
act as an extended family by providing a supportive, nur-
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turing, and disciplined place to go after school and on
weekends. These are the conditions that are necessary for
individual growth but are lacking in the lives of many of
the young people served by these organizations.

Community-based violence prevention programs come
in many forms, both private (business and charity sup-
ported) and public (government supported). These pro-
grams are generally grouped as job centered, counseling 
centered, and recreation centered, although most programs
contain aspects of all three types.

Since the lack of decent jobs has been shown as one of
the primary contributors to gang violence, violence preven-
tion programs for older teens concentrate on preparing par-
ticipants for work and helping them find jobs that offer the
possibility for advancement and a chance to join the main-
stream of American life. That is the mission of the Jobs
Corps, JobStart, Project Redirection, and other examples of
the job-centered approach to violence prevention.

Teens who feel needed
and nurtured within the
community are less
likely to commit violent
crimes. Groups like the
Boys and Girls Clubs
provide opportunities
for teens to get involved.
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Counseling-centered programs offer guidance in diverse
areas including improving school performance, staying out
of jail, getting out of gang life, getting off drugs and alco-
hol, resolving conflict in nonviolent ways, and solving 
personal problems. Omega in San Francisco, Phoenix in
Akron, Ohio, and Argus in the south Bronx are just three
of the many community-based counseling-centered pro-
grams around the country.

While there is little objective information about the suc-
cess rates of job- and counseling-centered approaches to
teen violence, there are volumes of personal success sto-
ries, and, of course, volumes of cases where these kinds of
offered help were rejected. The general feeling among peo-
ple involved in these programs is that even without clear-
cut proof of their effectiveness, they are worth continuing
because they are better than doing nothing and because in
at least some cases they work. 

The Boys and Girls Clubs
The primary recreation-centered teen violence preven-

tion program is the Boys and Girls Clubs of America.
Based primarily in urban areas, the Boys and Girls Clubs
initially draw inner-city teens with recreational opportu-
nities. Once inside, they are on neutral ground—no gang
colors, no weapons. The result is that kids from different
gangs, who had previously only faced each other in
deadly turf wars, end up playing basketball and football
together. 

Each potential new member is welcomed and ushered
into the regular activities by a club professional who takes
a special interest in each youngster. Bonding between the
teenager and an adult staff member is one of the most ef-
fective tools the club has to influence the life of a young
person in a positive direction. The relationships between
club adults and the new members may lead to, if needed,
drug counseling, family therapy, or job training. This ap-
proach has turned so many teens away from gang life that
in some areas judges often sentence teens to Boys and
Girls Club programs rather than sending them to a lockup.
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Escaping from the dangers and pressures of gang life re-
quires the intensity of a multifaceted recreation and coun-
seling program like the Boys and Girls Clubs because in
areas of high gang activity, the violence can seem almost
inescapable to a teen. In these areas not only are the streets
violent, but so are the schools. 

Violence prevention in schools
Teen violence in schools is a major problem because of

its prevalence and because it disrupts the education
process. To prevent violence in schools, education re-
searchers have found that teachers and school staff must
consistently show by their example that reasoning out or
negotiating a solution to a problem will ultimately serve
everyone better than violence. Research also indicates that
school must not be treated as if it has different rules than

Children at the Boys
and Girls Club in St.
Paul, Minnesota, not
only participate in
recreational activities,
but can also develop
their educational skills.
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the rest of the community—what is illegal outside of
school is illegal inside school, so all violent crimes includ-
ing possession of weapons must be reported to the police. 

Zero-tolerance
To enforce the community’s laws inside the school,

some school districts have introduced zero-tolerance poli-
cies for guns, drugs, and fighting. Zero-tolerance means
immediate suspension for anyone caught carrying any
weapon, drinking alcohol, using or dealing drugs, or fight-
ing on campus. Even first offenders are suspended from
school for a semester or more, depending on the serious-
ness of the offense. Strict, no-exception, zero-tolerance
policies have been implemented by the Texas Safe Schools
Act of 1995 and a number of other school districts around
the country, and as a result all report drops in violent acts
and threats against both students and teachers.

Reports indicate that vigorous enforcement of the zero-
tolerance policy reduces campus violence by about 30 per-
cent, but critics say such policies do not solve problems,

Teenage Boys and Girls
Club members attend
special training classes
to learn how to resist
the pressures of alcohol,
drugs, and premature
sexual relations.

FPO 6-3 80%
match to image

front-teen violence  3/1/04  2:18 PM  Page 96



97

they only push the violence and drug use into the neigh-
borhoods around the schools. Furthermore, say critics of
zero-tolerance, students who violate the policy and are sus-
pended have no incentive to stop their criminal activities.

School uniforms as a violence 
prevention measure

Although kids do not seem to care much for the idea,
school uniforms are attracting growing interest from public
school administrators and parents as a way of preventing
teen violence. According to supporters, the advantages of
uniforms far outweigh any curtailment of individual rights
that may be represented by the requirement.

Advocates of school uniforms say there are two ways
that uniforms can reduce teen violence. One is that students
will better be able to avoid the kind of trouble caused by
showing gang colors and styles (whether on purpose or ac-
cidentally) when they must pass through gang territories on
the way to and from school. The other way is that uniforms

President Clinton,
pictured here with a
student from the Long
Beach school district in
California, supports
school uniforms as a
method of reducing
teen violence at school.

high-res picture on
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allow for easy and immediate identification of outsiders
(like older gang members) who do not belong on campus.

The first large public school system in the country to im-
plement a mandatory school uniform policy was the Long
Beach Unified School District (LBUSD), located at the
southern boundary of Los Angeles. LBUSD was plagued
by school violence caused mostly by gang rivalry. Fright-
ened and disgusted by the increasing violence in and near
the schools, twenty-five hundred parents and students
joined together to demand, among other things, school uni-
forms. The district superintendent and the board of educa-
tion responded with a mandatory uniform policy that went
into effect in 1994. A preliminary evaluation conducted by
the LBUSD after the first year indicated that school vio-
lence had dropped 36 percent.

Conflict resolution
Because serious violence has spread throughout so many

schools, education experts nationwide have begun to insist
that teachers and school administrators accept dealing with
school violence as a vital part of education rather than an
intrusion on it. Making the campus safe is absolutely nec-
essary, but that is not enough. Teaching students to care
about and to predict the consequences of their actions is the
goal, so practicing and teaching options to violence, such
as conflict resolution and peer mediation, must be a daily
occurrence if violence in schools is to be halted.

Conflict resolution education has become one of the
most heavily promoted areas of violence prevention in pub-
lic schools. Conflict resolution is a group of skills, includ-
ing negotiation, mediation, and decision making between
two or more people, designed to allow the people involved
in a conflict or disagreement to settle it in a nonviolent way.
Conflict resolution can take a variety of forms, many of
which have their own names (peer mediation, Positive Ado-
lescent Choices Training, and Second Step, for example).

Peer mediation, where specially trained students help
other students settle their differences peacefully, is some-
times better accepted by teens than other forms of conflict
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resolution. Originally developed as a method of settling la-
bor disputes, in recent years it has been used on school
campuses and within community groups like the Boys and
Girls Clubs.

In peer mediation, students volunteer to serve as refer-
ees (mediators) in conflicts between other teens. To be a
peer mediator, a student must undergo several weeks of
training. Peer mediation helps teens learn how to deal
with common previolent situations like name-calling,
shoving, and verbal threats. Part of the power and unique-
ness of peer mediation is that no school staff members,
parents, or police are present, nor is there any intervention
or punishment from adults. The idea is for the students
themselves to defuse these problems before they escalate
into violence.

A teacher uses the
popular Second Step
Curriculum to teach
her fourth- and fifth-
grade students the
social skills needed to
refrain from violence.
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School-based programs

Violence prevention programs in the schools are often
intertwined with community-based violence prevention
efforts. Recently there has been rapid growth in programs
developed by nonprofit community organizations and
businesses for teaching children and teens in school how
to manage anger. One example is Positive Adolescent
Choices Training (PACT) developed for middle and junior
high school students by educators at Wright State Univer-
sity in Ohio. PACT programs are taught in health educa-
tion classes, and their goal is to defuse violence by having
students learn how to talk instead of fight. 

PACT participants use role-playing to reenact the kinds
of real-life disputes that can easily escalate into violence.
They learn to talk about the issue with the people who
have angered them, and they learn ways to move those
talks toward nonviolent outcomes, agreements, and com-
promises. 

Programs like PACT have more effect when parents are
involved. Knowing that in some homes parents might be
screaming at their children, throwing things at them, or
threatening them, program designers developed IMPACT
as a companion program for parents. IMPACT teaches par-
ents how to control their anger and how to discipline their
children in fair and effective ways. The program also helps
parents understand what their children are feeling and the
peer pressure they are facing.

Another violence prevention curriculum for middle
school children is Second Step, developed by the Seattle-
based, nonprofit Committee for Children. This program
is designed to teach children to avoid or change the atti-
tudes and behaviors that lead to violence. The curricu-
lum is based on extensive research into the very social
skills that are lacking in people with violent tendencies:
empathy, impulse control, problem solving, and anger
management.

Preliminary evaluations by several school boards of
school-based violence prevention programs like PACT and
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Second Step indicate that they are often successful at re-
ducing violent behavior, but the programs vary widely in
consistency and how well they are taught.

Yet, conflict resolution is considered to be such a pow-
erful tool for reducing violence that U.S. attorney general
Janet Reno directed the Department of Justice to develop
a national program for conflict resolution education. The
result is a guide to conflict resolution education, pub-
lished by the OJJDP in 1996, that is intended for schools
and community organizations who serve juveniles. In 
the foreword to this guide, Reno joined with Secretary 
of Education Richard Riley to express the need for con-
flict resolution:

In this video developed
for the Second Step
program, students
demonstrate conflict
resolution through peer
mediation.
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No child should ever stay home from school because he or
she is afraid. Too often, however, young people face conflicts
either before, during, or after school. They are subjected to
bullying, teasing, and senseless, sometimes fatal, disputes
over clothing and other possessions. Many of these conflicts
either begin at school, or they are brought into school from
the home or the community. . . . We can intervene success-
fully to prevent conflicts from escalating into violent acts by
providing young people with the knowledge and skills needed
to settle disputes peacefully. Conflict resolution education
can help bring about significant reductions in suspensions,
disciplinary referrals, academic disruptions, playground
fights, and family and sibling disputes.

Learning conflict resolution is becoming a basic part of
every young person’s schooling. Schools alone cannot
change a violent society, but they can teach alternatives to
violence, teach how to act responsibly in social settings,
and teach how to predict the consequences of behavior.
These are the goals of conflict resolution education.

These fourth and fifth
graders in Brooklyn
practice peer mediation
in preparation for solv-
ing conflicts outside the
classroom.
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Some educators and criminologists, on the other hand,
seem less hopeful. The most troubled schools where con-
flict resolution skills are badly needed, however, some-
times cannot implement these programs because they have
burned-out personnel, lack competent leaders, and have
poor attendance among staff and students. Conflict resolu-
tion education will not work if there is no one to teach it or
if the students stay away.

Police partnerships with the community
Police departments across the country are developing

partnerships with schools, parent groups, neighborhood as-
sociations, professional groups, businesses, service organi-
zations, religious groups, and health professionals, who all
share a common goal of eliminating and preventing teen
violence. Now instead of acting independently, police are
more likely to work with the community toward making
the streets safe for long-term teen violence prevention pro-
grams to take root.

Police-community partnerships have two linked goals:
to keep young people from being the victims of violence
and to keep them from being the perpetrators of violence.
The strategies for achieving these goals are based on bring-
ing anticrime programs to educational and recreational
segments of the community where they can help the most
juveniles understand and resist violence.

For example, the Southeastern Michigan Spinal Cord
Injury Center developed a unique partnership between po-
lice, schools, and victim groups. In this program, police
accompany a group of young paraplegics and quadripleg-
ics, all victims of gun violence, as they visit schools where
they discuss, through personal example, what happens
when guns are used to settle differences.

Often the police are instrumental in setting up a commu-
nity partnership to reduce teen violence, but once the al-
liance is running, the police take a back seat. An example
of such a partnership is Florida’s Dade County Youth
Crime Watch. Following a year in which the Florida public
school system was shaken by 137 gun incidents, police and
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Dade County officials created a partnership program in-
volving the school board, the National Center to Prevent
Handgun Violence, the broadcast and print media, and a
variety of local agencies. This partnership provides schools
with a comprehensive violence prevention program for all
students from kindergarten to twelfth grade, their parents,
and their teachers.

Numerous other communities across the country have
formed their own educational violence prevention partner-
ships. The means of conducting these educational pro-
grams are as varied as the communities, but some of the
more common ways of influencing teens and their families
are through school assemblies, youth-led community proj-
ects, healthy living fairs, job fairs, television and newspa-
per campaigns, youth volunteer opportunities, expanded
afterschool athletic and tutoring programs, anger manage-
ment and conflict resolution courses for teens and parents,
and the creation of drug-free and gun-free zones in schools
and parks.

Successful partnerships
The Department of Justice examined a large number of

partnering programs and found that the successful ones
had three traits in common. First, the members of the 
partnership never began by assuming they knew exactly 
what was causing the community’s teen violence; they 
sought to understand the problems from the viewpoints of 
residents, youth, police, and other members of the com-
munity. Second, they selected one or more strategies de-
signed to eliminate the problems or their causes, and then
they brought in as many people and organizations from
the community as possible to help in carrying out the
strategy. And third, the young people were always given
meaningful roles and a real voice in all the efforts to end
teen violence.

Preventing teen violence is obviously an important prior-
ity in America. Schools, police, businesses, service and reli-
gious organizations, the Department of Justice, Attorney
General Janet Reno, the surgeon general, and President
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Clinton are all involved. Although their efforts are commu-
nitywide, the most visible focal point is gang violence.

Preventing gang violence
Suppressing gangs through the use of tactical police ac-

tions is expensive. Identifying, locating, and arresting gang
members occupies large numbers of police and consumes
other law enforcement resources. The Department of Jus-
tice’s OJJDP has concluded that these operations are suc-
cessful in reducing gang violence, but only in a limited
area and for as little as a few months before the gang activ-
ities return to the previous levels. As a result of the lack of
success in suppressing gang violence, more communities
are turning their energies to reducing the reasons kids turn
to gangs in the first place.

The founders of Santa Cruz’s Barrios Unidos, the mem-
bers of the Community Build organization in South Cen-
tral L.A., violence activist Luis J. Rodriguez, and many

An outreach volunteer
educates peers about
the dangers of teen vio-
lence and other issues.
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other people who work directly with gang members have
taken the position that gang-related violence is not the un-
derlying problem but rather a symptom of the real prob-
lems. According to these experts, the real problems are the
lack of meaningful jobs, poverty, dysfunctional families,
police attitudes, and the despair and anger these things
cause in the young people of the community.

In several respects, gangs provide teens with alterna-
tive ways of achieving status and success that are not
available by legitimate means in the community. Now
more communities are striving to provide the legitimate
paths to success for potential and active gang members
and those returning from incarceration by providing re-
medial education, training, career development, appren-
ticeships, and jobs.

L.A. Bridges
L.A. Bridges is one of a new crop of superprojects de-

signed to prevent violence by providing legitimate alterna-
tives for inner-city teens. L.A. Bridges, which began as a
reaction to the gang slaying of a three-year-old girl, is an
ambitious program designed to deter kids from joining
gangs by using a coordinated group of strategies aimed at
middle school youth. Strategies include reaching out to
kids already caught up in gangs, conflict resolution educa-
tion, job training, leadership training, and counseling on
how to safely get out of gang life.

Beginning in 1997 with an $11.3 million grant from the
city of Los Angeles, this program supports a number of es-
tablished nonprofit agencies in their work with twelve- to
fifteen-year-old youth in some of the city’s highest crime
areas. Juveniles in that age group are targeted because they
are considered by authorities to be the most at risk for re-
cruitment into gangs. The program also works with gang
members who are trying to get out of gang life and the
teens’ families and schools.

Unlike previous antigang efforts, L.A. Bridges requires
the groups and agencies it supports to demonstrate that
their programs are achieving results in reducing gang vio-
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lence in order to continue receiving funding. In the past,
critics were concerned that the money given to many
groups was wasted on activities that accomplished little or
nothing to reduce the criminal activities of gangs. With the
L.A. Bridges program, the results claimed by each group
will have to be evaluated by an outside expert before con-
tinued funding is approved by the city.

Barrios Unidos
Some communities are choosing to embrace their gangs

rather than wipe them out. That is not the same as saying
they embrace violence and criminal activities. The idea is
to draw gang members into constructive roles within their
communities without requiring them to leave their gangs.
One such organization that is using this approach is Bar-
rios Unidos based in Santa Cruz, California.

Barrios Unidos, which is Spanish for united neighbor-
hoods, provides a different kind of school for unemployed
kids, gang members, and dropouts. Their school works on
developing leadership and self-esteem with classes, job
training, and community activities that reflect the cultures
of the people they serve. The staff works with gang mem-
bers and their parents to encourage positive attitude
changes in individuals who have been living aggressive
and violent lives.

The stated mission of Barrios Unidos is to prevent and
reduce violence among youth by providing them with
healthy alternatives. Barrios Unidos has a staff of teachers,
counselors, and outreach workers, mostly people who have
themselves faced and overcome the challenges facing teens
in areas of high gang activity.

From their headquarters in a former furniture store,
Barrios Unidos offers classes in computers, English, his-
tory, Spanish, video production, dance, art, writing, and
silk screening. They also have a community outreach pro-
gram that goes to schools, juvenile detention centers, and
local neighborhoods to urge at-risk youth and their fami-
lies to take advantage of Barrios Unidos programs. Their
outreach program organizes multicultural discussions,
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conflict resolution training, and cultural events that honor
the diverse traditions within the community. The organiza-
tion also provides jobs in a self-supporting silk screening
plant where the teens learn business, design, production,
and marketing skills.

Violence prevention radio
Among recent developments in community-level work

to prevent gang violence are radio call-in shows featuring
gang-savvy counselors on the microphone. The premier
example is the radio program called Street Soldiers on
KMEL-FM, a top San Francisco music station. The broad-
cast features counselors from the Omega Boys’ Club, a
club that serves teens and young adults with a four-
pronged approach: peer counseling for incarcerated
youths, academic help, job training, and violence preven-
tion counseling on the radio.

KMEL-FM started Street Soldiers in 1991 with rapper
M. C. Hammer, and though Hammer has left, the format

A gang member paints
graffiti on a Los Angeles
building. Scenes like
this may become a
thing of the past as
more teens learn to
take pride in their com-
munities with the help
of crime prevention
outreach programs.

FPO 6-8 70%
match to image
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remains the same. Teens call up the show and, without re-
vealing their identities, talk on the air about anger, fear,
and the violence they face.

Sometimes preventing violence by radio has immediate
results. In 1994 a Samoan teenager was killed in a drive-by
shooting, apparently by Filipino gang members. The
phones at the radio station rang for weeks with calls from
Samoans seeking revenge. One night the dead boy’s father
called the show to say he could not tolerate any more
bloodshed. The revenge calls ended, and there was no at-
tempt at retaliation.

Omega counselor Jack Jacqua describes the radio show
as more than just a way to stop violence: “It is sort of a bea-
con of hope, a ray of sunshine. It says someone is actively,
actually trying to do something about these conditions.”

“Something to say yes to”
In his 1994 State of the Union address, President Clin-

ton said:
I urge you to consider this: As you demand tougher penalties
for those who choose violence, let us also remember how we
came to this sad point. . . . We have seen a stunning break-
down of community, family, and work. This has created a vast
vacuum which has been filled by violence and drugs and
gangs. So I ask you to remember that even as we say no to
crime, we must give people, especially our young people,
something to say yes to.

The problem of teen violence is one of the most tragic
events in modern urban society. Civilized people have al-
ways believed that the future is in the children, and with the
immense united efforts that are under way on so many lev-
els, perhaps most of today’s children will not only escape
violence, but eventually live in a world where teen violence
is a thing of the past. As Attorney General Janet Reno said
to the National Forum on Preventing Crime and Violence in
1993, “Prevention is not a police, social worker, or prose-
cutor’s function. It is everyone’s function.”
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adjudication: A judicial determination (judgment) that 
a juvenile is a delinquent offender, giving the court the
power to pass sentence on the youth.

assault: Unlawful intentional infliction, or attempted or
threatened infliction of less than serious bodily injury
without a deadly or dangerous weapon. Aggravated
assault is assault with a deadly weapon. Simple assault 
is not often distinctly named in statutes because it con-
sists of all assaults not explicitly named and defined as
serious.

cocaine: An illegal stimulant derived from the South
American coca plant and consumed by sniffing, injecting,
or smoking.

crack: A potent form of cocaine that is smoked as small
chunks or “rocks.”

delinquency offense: An act committed by a juvenile 
that if committed by an adult would require prosecu-
tion in a criminal court. Because the offense is committed
by a juvenile, it falls within the jurisdiction of the juvenile
court. Delinquent acts include crimes against persons,
crimes against property, drug offenses, and crimes against
public order.

disposition: The process in which a judge decides what 
will be done with an accused juvenile. Disposition may 
be dismissal, referral to foster care or other social agency,
probation, placement in a special institution for juvenile
offenders, or transfer to adult court.

Glossary

111

front-teen violence  3/1/04  2:18 PM  Page 111



homicide: Causing the death of another person 
without legal justification or excuse. The definition
includes intentionally killing someone without legal justi-
fication or accidentally killing someone as a consequence
of reckless or grossly negligent conduct. 
It includes all conduct encompassed by the terms 
murder, nonnegligent (voluntary) manslaughter, neg-
ligent (involuntary) manslaughter, and vehicular man-
slaughter.

juvenile: Youth at or below the upper age of juvenile
court jurisdiction. This varies from state to state, below
eighteen years of age in most states, but below seventeen,
sixteen, or fifteen in some states.

juvenile delinquency: Behavior by an individual under
the age of eighteen that is beyond parental control and
therefore subject to legal action.

manslaughter: The unplanned yet unlawful killing of a
person. 

parole: The release of a prisoner before completion of 
the full time of sentence under the condition that no 
new crime be committed and certain other conditions 
be met. 

pathological: Mentally or physically abnormal as a 
result of disease.

penal: Relating to punishment.

probation: Similar to parole, but it stands in lieu of 
incarceration.

probation officers: Individuals appointed by the courts 
to supervise offenders who have been released on proba-
tion.
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rape: Sexual intercourse or attempted sexual intercourse
with a female against her will by force or threat of force.
Some states have enacted gender-neutral rape or sexual
assault statutes that prohibit forced sexual penetration of
either sex.

robbery: Unlawful taking or attempted taking of property
that is in the immediate possession of another by force or
threat of force.
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Boys and Girls Clubs of America
National Headquarters
1230 W. Peachtree Street NW
Atlanta, GA 30309-3447
(404)815-5700

National nonprofit, nongovernment organization providing
youth development activities to more than 2 million youth
between the ages of six and eighteen. Five regional headquar-
ters, 1,976 facilities in all fifty states, Puerto Rico, and the
Virgin Islands. Includes 320 facilities in public housing de-
velopments. Some clubs involved in intensive services to
gang-involved youth.

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
National Center for Injury Prevention and Control
1600 Clifton Rd. NE
Atlanta, GA 30333
(404)639-3311

Established in 1992 to improve American health by prevent-
ing premature death and disability caused by nonoccupa-
tional injury. Addresses youth violence, suicide, and family
and intimate violence. 

Committee for Children
2203 Airport Way South, Suite 500 
Seattle, WA 98134-2027
(800)634-4449

Provides educational materials, original research, training,
and community education for the prevention of child abuse
and youth violence.

Organizations 
to Contact
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Covenant House
(800)999-9999

A free referral service to the nearest social agency for juve-
niles in trouble or for their families who need help.

Girls Incorporated
30 East 33rd St.
New York, NY 10016-5394 
(212)689-3700

Committed to helping girls become strong, smart, and bold.
Girls 6–18. Programs at almost 750 sites nationwide. Adoles-
cent pregnancy prevention, gang violence intervention, acad-
emic encouragement.

Milton S. Eisenhower Foundation
1660 L Street NW, Suite 200 
Washington, DC 20036 
(202)429-0440
fax: (202)452-0169

Dedicated to reducing crime in inner-city neighborhoods
through community programs, this foundation supports fund-
ing for programs like Head Start and Jobs Corps in the belief
that better education and job opportunities will reduce juve-
nile crime and violence.

National Committee to Prevent Child Abuse
332 S. Michigan Ave., Suite 1600
Chicago, IL 60604-4357
(312)663-3520

Dedicated to preventing child abuse in all forms with pro-
grams in all fifty states.

National Council on Crime and Delinquency (NCCD)
685 Market St., Suite 620
San Francisco, CA 94105
(415)896-6223
fax: (415)896-5109

In existence for nearly a century, this is a nonprofit organi-
zation comprised of corrections specialists interested in the
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juvenile justice system, the prevention of crime, and fair,
humane, effective, and economically sound approaches 
to crime control. It opposes putting minors in jail with adults.

National Crime Prevention Council (NCPC)
1700 K St. NW, 2nd Floor
Washington, DC 20006-3817
(202)466-6272
fax: (202)296-1356

NCPC advocates job training and other programs to reduce
youth crime and violence, and provides training and techni-
cal assistance to groups interested in crime prevention.

National Criminal Justice Association (NCJA) 
444 N. Capitol St. NW, Suite 618
Washington, DC 20001
(202)624-1440

Association of police chiefs, judges, and lawyers seeking to
improve the states’ administration of criminal and juvenile
justice programs.

National Domestic Violence Hotline
(800)799-7233

Provides advice on all forms of family and dating abuse,
anonymously, twenty-four hours a day. There is no charge 
to calling party and call record does not show up on phone
bill.

National School Safety Center (NSSC)
4165 Thousand Oaks Blvd., Suite 290 
Westlake Village, CA 91362 
(805)373-9977
fax: (805)373-9277

A research organization that believes teacher training can
help reduce school crime and violence.
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U.S. Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 
Prevention (OJJDP)
PO Box 6000
Rockville, MD 20849-6000
(800)851-3420
fax: (301)251-5212
e-mail: askncjrs@ncjrs.org
Internet: http://www.ncjrs.org/ojjhome.htm

This is the primary federal agency charged with monitoring
and improving the juvenile justice system, and developing
and funding programs whose goals are the prevention and
control of illegal drug use and serious juvenile crime includ-
ing youth gangs. It is a division of the Department of Justice.
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