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BEHAVIOR FACTORS IN GANG DELINQUENCY

James F, Short, Jr., and Ray A, Tennyson, Washington State University
and Kenneth I, Howard, University of Chicago

In recent years there has been increasing
theoretical concentration on the specification
of types or patterns of delinquency adaptation,
It has become clear that the notion of a "gen=-
eral delinquency" adaptation has limited des-
criptive and explanatory promise., However, the
question as to the existence and description of
specialized delinquent adaptations is in large
measure an empirical one,

In this paper we shall describe and present
preliminary findings of a comprehensive empiri-
cal study which sought answers to the following
questions:

a) To what extent does a "general delin-
quency" dimension account for in situ
street corner behavior?

b) What evidence is there for specialized
delinquent adaptations?

¢) If there are specialized adaptations,
what are their characteristics?

The Research Setting

Data were collected from 598 members of 16
"delinquent gangs" assigned detached workers by
the Program for Detached Workers of the YMCA of
Metropolitan Chicago. The gangs ranged in size
from 16 to 68 members, on the basis of workers'
Jjudgments concerning who should and who should
not be considered members, Initially gangs were
selected by the YMCA on the basis of their gen-
erally troublesome character to the community,
as judged by police complaints and the reports
of welfare agencies, and by field investigations
of the Detached Worker staff, Later, in collab-
oration with the University of Chicago research
program, gangs were selected in an attempt to
fulfill requirements of a research design which
sought to study gangs representative of major
“delinguent subcultures" discussed in the liter-
ature,

The search for gangs concentrated on the
"eriminal”™ ‘and "drug use" types, principally
because conflict-oriented gangs, particularly
among Negroes were abundant, and for theoretical
reasons which are discussed elsewhere. Finding
gangs whose primary activities and norms were
oriented around drug use and rational, system-
atic, economically motivated criminal activity
proved to be a major problem, Much marihuana
smoking was found in several groups and heroin
and "pills" were experimented with by many boys,
always in concert with other boys, it seemed,
but not as a major activity or normative empha-
sis of the groups under observation, It was not
until the fall of 1960, after more than a year
of extensive inquiries among police and local
community adults, coupled with field investiga-
tions by detached workers and our own research

personnel, that a drug-oriented group was loca-
ted. No criminal group was located on the basis
of these unsystematic and impressionistic cri-
teria, though much criminal activity, apparently
economically motivated, was found in nearly all
groups.

The Data

Dissatisfaction with official statistics
as a basis for measuring delinquent behavior has
led in recent years to experimentation with a
variety of methods for obtaining better measures
of such behavior than are provided by official
records,” Careful consideration of alternative
methods of generating data concerning the behav-
ior of the gang boys under observation led to
the rejection of most of the methods reported in
the literature, and the development of a system
of ratings by the detached workers as at once
the most feasible and reliable method of gener-
ating such data, The availability of detached
workers as intimate observers of the boys, par-
ticularly in the gang setting, offered a rare
opportunity to gain more complete and objective
insights into the behavior of these boys than
could be provided by any other method, Weekly
interviews with the workers convinced us that
they shared intimately in the on-goiﬁg life of
the gang and of many of its members.Y Such
behavioral information as was not known by di-
rect contact with a boy could usually be infer-
red from conversations among the boys or directly
with the worker in the endless "bull sessions"
on the street corner. The nature of these con-
tacts seemed particularly conducive to objective
reporting of the type of behavior we were inter-
ested in measuring, i.e., street corner behavior.
This behavior could be described in concrete
terms and it did not require abstract conceptual-
ization by our informants., Some of the behavior
was directly observable by the workers. Infor-
mation as to the remainder was readily accessible
to them,

What we needed was a "baseline" of informa-
tion on the behavior of our population, informa-
tion which could be statistically manipulated
and related to other variables we were studying,.
Toward this end a list of 69 behavioral cate=-
gories representing a wide range of delinquent
and nondelinquent behaviors was drawn up. The
list included behavior observed in other studies
of street corner life, by police as well as re-
searchers and other observers, Each behavior
was carefully defined for the workers and their
ratings were discussed in detail in order to in-
sure standardization and accuracy of reporting.
Because we were interested more in incidence of
behaviors and their relative frequency, rather
than absolute frequencies, and because workers'
observations could not extend to actual counts
of behavior, we asked only that each boy be rated
in terms of whether or not he had engaged in a



particular type of behavior only a few times or
more often than this, Workers were asked to
report only after they had been in contact with
a group for at least six months, to restrict
their reporting to boys whom they and the group
recognized as group members, and to limit their
reports to information in which they were very
confident, An item-by-item review of their
reports was undertaken by the research staff in
order to insure the most reliable reporting
possible,

It should be noted that each gang member
was rated by only one rater. Consequently, no
reliability checks were available, We had to
assume that obtained differences between gangs
were due to differences in behavior rather than
differences in rater characteristics, In view
of the procedures described above concerning the
training of the raters, the interview review of
all ratings and the relatively objective char-
acter of the behaviors rated, we have some con-
fidence in this assumption,

To facilitate statistical manipulation of
the data, the 69 behaviors were reduced by com-
bining items into 37 items on the basis of
assumed similarity of item content, Product
moment correlations were calculated between all
37 items, The generally positive character of
the resulting correlation matrix suggested that
involvement in delinquency is to some extent a
global phenomenon, the dimensions of which might
lie along a continuum of more or less delin-
quency involvement, regardless of the specific
offenses coomitted, The considerable range
within our population in the incidence of dif-
ferent types of delinquency, however, together
with variations in the seriousness with which
these behaviors are regarded by the law and wide
variation in the size of correlations between
behaviors, suggested that it might be possible
to find clusters of related items which would
prove to be theoretically interesting. A pre-
liminary cluster analysis confirmed that this
was the case and suggested further that factor
analysis was a promising medel for this purpose.

The correlation matrix was factor analyzed,
using the principal axis method and entering the
highest column correlations in the main diagon-
al, Following a modification of Wrigley's cri-
terion for when to stop factoring, five factors
were extracted and rotated using Varimax,6 The
first unrotated factor accounted for much more
of the common variance than did any succeeding
factor, again pointing to the existence of a
general delinquency trait, but there was ample
evidence from the factor analysis that some-
what specialized adaptations also existed within
our population,

Communalities of the 37 behavior items for
the five-factor solution and their loadings on
each of the factors are presented in Table 1,

Factor I is essentially a conflict factor,
its highest loadings being individual Tighting

(+79), group fighting (.76), carrying concealed
weapons (,67), and assault (.,67). None of these
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behaviers leads highly on any other factor. It
will be noted that robbery, theft, public mui-
sance, and statutory rape also load fairly high-
ly on this factor, ranging from .51 to .40, but
these items have similarly high loadings on
other factors, Factor I may be more precisely
characterized as consisting of conflict offenses,
both acquisitive and destructive, It is most
incompatible with work experience, team sports,
attempted suicide, and narcotics involvement,

as indicated by negative loadings of these items,

Factor II has highest loadings of individual
sports (.,71), team sports (.68), social activi-
ties (,60), and gambling (.48). Other loadings
higher than 4O are obtained for joy riding, tru-
ancy, and hanging, The latter behaviors have
similarly high loadings on other factors, how-
ever, This factor may be characterized as a
configuration of stable corner activities. No
seriously delinquent behavior loads highly on
it, though several minor types of delinquency
also load moderately on this factor,

Factor III is difficult to characterige,
It has as its highest loading items sexual inter-
course (,77), statutory rape (.68), petting (.67),
signifying (.53), hanging on the corner (.lLlL),
and the use, buying, and selling of alcohol
(+39). It also has the only moderately h
loading of any factor for work experience (.36),
accounting for nearly all of this item's common
variance, We have chosen to call this a stable
sex pattern and to regard the loading of work
experience as a further indication of a type of
relatively adaptive behavior which is represented

. by the factor,

Factor IV is characterized by high loadings
for quite different sex behaviors, namely homo-
sexuality (.53), having an illegitimate child
(,50), and common law marriage (.48). Addition-
ally, it has as its highest loading the use,
buying, and selling of narcotics (.56) and of
marilmana (.55). And, this factor accounts for
virtually all of the low communalities of sui-
cide and pimping, with loadings of .36 and .27,
respectively, In striking contrast with Factor
III, work experience has a loading of only .06,
sex intercourse .17, statutory rape .18, petting
.01, hanging .00, and signifying .00 on Factor
IV, The combination of narcotics involvement,
the "deviant" sex behaviors, and attempted sui-
cide leads us to identify this factor as retreat-
ist.

Factor V includes the highest loadings of
auto theft (.69), driving without a license (.65),
public nuisance (,58), theft (.53), use, buying,
and selling of alcohol (.48), and running away
from home (.ul). In addition, this factor in-
cludes moderately high loadings for joy riding
(.41) and truancy (.39)., The versatility of
this combination of offenses within a variety of
institutional contexts (e.g., the "institutions"
of property, school, and family, and in general
the maintenance of public order) leads us to
characterize this factor as an auto-theft-
authority-protest pattern. As an abbreviated
description we shall refer to Factor V as repre-

senting authority protest,



Because we wished to maximize the indepen-
dence of factors for purposes of etiological
inquiry, it was decided to eliminate from factor
scoring all items which were not relatively
"pure" on a given factor. Factor loadings of
LO or higher or nearly equal smaller but highest
loadings for an item on more than one factor
were considered sufficient to eliminate an item
from a given factor score, Scoring involved
summing of the standard score, weighted by the
factor loading of each item for each boy.

Behavior Factor Profiles of 16 Gangs

We turn now to an examination of the mean
factor scores of our 16 gangs, presented in
Table 2,

Because of the method of sample selection
it is clear that we must be extremely cautious
in "hypothesizing™ relationships between vari-
ables within our population on the basis of
competing theories of delinquent subcultures.
Discussion in this paper will be limited to the
relation of race to group mean factor scores,
Following Cloward and Ohlin, it was ocur expec-
tation that Negro gangs would have higher con-
flict factor scores than would our white gangs,
That is, both legitimate and illegitimate eco=-
nomic opportunities seem objectively more lim-
ited for Negroes than for whites--hence, the
expectation of greater conflict origntation
among Negro than among white gangs,

Findings in Table 2 may be summarized as
follows: (1) The most conflict-oriented gangs
are Negro, All six gangs with mean scores
above the total population mean are Negro. The
mean rank of Negro gangs on Factor I is 7.7
(out of 16) as compared with 10,2 for white
gangs, There is much variation in conflict
orientation among Negro gangs, however., Three
of the four least-conflict oriented gangs also
are Negro.

(2) The range of between-group variation
within this population is greatest for Factor I
(conflict) and least for Factor V (authority
protest).

(3) The largest difference between contig-
uous groups in rankings occurs between the high-
est and next highest ranking groups on Factor IV
(retreatism), This difference is 1.53 standard
units, while the difference between the second
highest group on retreatism and the lowest is
only 1,12 standard units., The magnitude of
these differences makes comparison of mean ranks
of Negro and white groups relatively meaningless
for this factor,

(L) Negro gangs are, on the average, also
higher on Factors II and III, with mean ranks
of 7.5 and 7.8, respectively, compared with
mean ranks of 10,8 and 10,0 for white gangs.

(5) Only on Factor V do white gangs clearly
rank higher than Negro gangs. Four of the five
white gangs have positive group means for this
factor and three of the four highest ranking

groups are white. Mean rank for white gangs is
5.6, compared to 9.8 for Negro gangs.

(6) With one exception, individual group
profiles are positively correlated with one
another, but vary greatly and inconsistently in
the relative elevation of different factors,
When rank order correlations between the ranks
of the 16 gangs on each of the five factors are
computed, only Factor II rankings fail to cor-
relate consistently in the positive direction
with the rankings of other factors., No positive
correlation with Factor II rankings is high, and
its highest correlation is negative, with Factor
V. Groups high on conflict tend also to be high
on Factors III, IV, and V. Despite generally
positive correlations, however, much variation
in the relative elevation of any group on any
given factor remains unexplained by its eleva-
tion on any other factor,

Discussion

Data presented in this paper are only in-
directly relevant to the issue of the existence
or the nature of delinquent subcultures., We
have, after all, investigated the behavior of
individuals rather than groups. In order to
assess subcultural theory on the basis of these
data, we must assume the relevance of the groups
to which these individuals belong for understand-
ing their behavior. Such an assumption seems
warranted in view of the methods of selection of
boys for study and the group context within
which the raters (detached workers) know the
boys. Nevertheless, caution is necessary until
other data are interpreted, as will become clear
in the following comments.

The factors are interpretable in terms of
patterns of subcultural delinquency discussed in
the literature. Conflict and retreatism emerge
as fairly distinct emphases in terms of factor
structure, but criminal behavior does not,.
Clearly, however, neither conflict nor retreatism
are exclusive emphases of the s studied,
They are positively correlated with each other,
both when scores of individuals are correlated
and when the rank order of group mean scores are
correlated,

We note that no clearly "criminal subculture"
factor was extracted by our procedures. Although
the five factors are not "equally criminal," as
an examination of Table 1 reveals, the variance
of criminal behaviors is spread over all of the
factors to a greater extent than either conflict
or retreatist behaviors,

Criminal behavior appears to be related to
each of the other "delinquent" patterns in ways
which may be consistent with the dominant empha-
ses in these patterns, though our evidence is
not complete enough to document completely such
a conclusion, We know from observational data,
however, that strong-arming and robbery (both
components of the robbery item) cliques sometimes
emerge within gangs high in conflict orientation.
Similarly, the tough conflict-oriented boys
sometimes display and utilize their neighborhood




"rep*® by charging small amounts from younger
boys for "protection" or by "shaking down" paper
boys. Criminal behaviors loading high on Factor
IV, strong-arm robbery, pimping, and petty
thefts, seem most appropriately characterized as
"hustles" toward the acquisition of mone{ to
finance drugs, alcohol, and other kicks,10

The evidence presented here appears to
argue for the existence of types of behavior
which are common to all gangs. It has been sug-
gested that these items may constitute a "parent
delinquent subculture," out of which the more
specialized delinquent adaptations emerge, Nei-
ther the validity nor the utility of such a con-
cept can be assessed on the basis of data pre-
sented in this paper, but the data appear to be
consistent with such a formulation, The extent
to which specific delinquency emphases come to
characterize a gang at any point in time, and
if they do, Just how such specialization comes
about is unclear from these data, and must re-
main so until further analyses can be undertaken,
Hopefully, further study of such variables and
processes as the reaction of these lower class
gang boys to a variety of institutional contexts
(involving, for example, relations in the family
and at school, and the values of private property
and keeping the peace); the study of interper~
sonal relations within the gang as well as
between gangs, and relations between the gang
and the external world; and the study of other
variables specified in competing theories attempt-
ing to account for subcultural delinquency will
provide answers to some of these questions,

The full implications of our findings for
subcultural theories of juvenile delinquency
camnot be assessed until the data are viewed in
combination with observational data from de-
tached workers and our own staff, and in terms
of analyses of their relation to etiological
variables specified by the theories. The former
add the richness and detail of situational and
group-process determinants which the ratings
employed in the factor analysis miss., At the
same time, without the more systematic and "ob-
Jective™ ratings, one cannot be certain as to
the representativeness of his observations or
his objectivity in recall and choice of behavior
reported, Further analyses of the data are
presently underway in our research program,
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Table 1

Loadings on All Factors and Commnalities-«
Five Factor Solution

It Comzman- Factor Factor Factor Factor Factor
en alities 1 2 3 ly 5
Group fighting 73 76 13 -30 =06 =19
Individual fighting 72 79 10 -22 =09 =19
Sex intercourse 70 26 02 =77 =17 -08
Statutory rape 66 Lo 0l 68 -18 =09
Public muisance 65 L3 3k =05 =10 =58
Theft 62 Lk 32 03 =22 - =53
Assault 61 67 17 =03 18 32
Alcohol 60 36 06 -39 -26 -9
Auto theft 58 26 07 =10 -1 69
Concealed weapon 56 67 05 =22 =13 =21
Individual sports 56 01 71 -13 =17 =07
Petting 55 12 22 =67 -01 -18
Robbery 51 51 09 -0l -35 =33
Driving w/o license 50 13 1 =17 =1 65
Social activities L8 22 60 =26 06 06
Team sports L8 =06 68 =11 =02 03
Pot Lé 29 10 -11 =55 =23
Hanging L2 07 Lo =hk 03 -25
Narcotics L2 =01 -08 ol =56 =32
Signifying L2 21 31 =53 ol =05
Truancy b1 26 L3 oh 09 =39
Joy riding 39 09 ks =10 -01 -4l
Homosexuality 37 05 =10 03 -53 =27
Gambling 35 19 L8 =20 ~10 =17
Gang bang 29 32 08 -08 =28 =32
Illegitimate child 29 1 06 =15 =50 oly
Runaway 28 27 10 02 =06 <l
Domestic chores 27 31 36 17 11 02
Common law marriage 25 06 06 =07 -148 05
Work experience 18 =09 17 =36 =06 =10
Forgery 16 2L 03 =09 =06 =30
Attempted suicide Wy =02 00 03 =36 =06
Bribery 11 03 =02 «10 =10 =29
Pimping 11 1 02 =07 =27 =11
Rape 10 18 =16 =05 -0l =19
Arson oly 00 =11 =01 =0l =15

Homicide 03 12 =03 =01 -1 =03



Behavior

Factor 1
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Mean Behavior Factor Scores for 11 Negro and 5 White Gangs,
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