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Front line staff members in youth correctional facilities are generally the primary adults in the 

lives of incarcerated young people. In many ways, they serve as surrogate parents who may 

promote positive development while holding delinquent youth accountable for their actions. 

They accomplish these often conflicting goals through the provision of round-the-clock care and 

the facilitation of therapeutic treatment groups within the secure environment of the institution. 

Research indicates that correctional staff members not only shape the day-to-day lives of 

confined youth but they also affect both the incarceration experience and treatment outcomes. 

Consequently, front line staff play a crucial role in the implementation of juvenile justice policies 

and are largely responsible for the youth authority’s rehabilitation efforts. In fact, the 

relationships between front line staff and youth are often considered to be the foundation of 

juvenile justice treatment programming.  As primary socializing agents in the lives of 

incarcerated youth, living unit staff have the potential to shape not only how young people feel 

about themselves but also what they expect for their future lives. This occurs through daily 

interactions between staff and youth as well as staff role modeling.  However, there is limited 



  
 

research that examines the perspectives of youth correctional staff members about the 

incarcerated young people they supervise or how they attempt to accomplish treatment goals. 

Although the early juvenile justice system was focused on rehabilitation rather than punishment, 

the lack of research showing those policies to be effective and an increase in youth crime caused 

the philosophical pendulum to swing in the opposite direction.  An era of “get tough on crime” 

followed, which included more punitive juvenile justice policies and less focus on the 

reformation of delinquent young people. Subsequent scientific research about adolescent 

development and the ineffectiveness of more punitive approaches have returned the focus to 

rehabilitative treatment programming for incarcerated youth.  One such approach is based on the 

Positive Youth Development (PYD) framework, which argues that all young people are 

resources which can developed if given the proper resources.  A key component of PYD is the 

importance of positive, supportive relationships to help youth embrace prosocial beliefs and 

adopt prosocial behavior.  There has also been a recent push for gender-responsive treatment 

programming in the juvenile justice system that considers the different risk experiences, 

pathways to crime, and developmental needs of boys and girls. Since front line staff are 

responsible for the daily care and rehabilitation of incarcerated youth, it is pivotal to understand 

their viewpoints on the boys and girls they supervise and the role of correctional staff in helping 

young people meet treatment goals. In a total insitution such as a youth correctional facility, 

where young people are segregated by gender and have little contact with individuals outside the 

institution, the views of staff about the gendered attributes of the youth they supervise is an 

important component of how they might shape the gender identities and beliefs of both boys and 

girls. Furthermore, examining the ways that correctional staff attempt to rehabilitate the youth in 

their care and promote positive outcomes can be an important tool for assessing the role of staff 



  
 

in helping achieve the goals of the juvenile justice system. This is especially true when a gender-

responsive strategy is employed and staff members are charged with meeting the unique 

treatment needs of both boys and girls. Through the qualitative analysis of interview data, this 

study found that front line staff do characterize boys and girls in very different ways, with a 

significant negative bias against girls. In terms of relationships with staff, which includes the 

components of communication, engagement, and conflict, as well as conflict with peers, boys 

and girls were described in nearly polar opposite ways. These differences were reflected in the 

ways living unit staff described what youth need from them while incarcerated. While staff 

suggested that both boys and girls need many of the same things, such as care and compassion, 

structure, and role modeling, there were some gendered differences such as an emphasis on 

building relationships with girls and building character in boys. The perspectives of those who 

have first-hand experience working with incarcerated youth and are primarily responsible for 

treatment programming provide valuable information about the implementation of the juvenile 

justice system’s rehabilitation efforts, especially in an era of gender-responsive programming 

and PYD.  The findings from this study provide insight into the ways that living unit staff 

conceptualize and interact with incarcerated young people, with an eye toward gendered 

differences, and should inform juvenile justice policy decisions about the rehabilitation of 

delinquent youth. 
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Adolescents incarcerated in juvenile correctional facilities have limited adult interaction 

beyond the front line staff who serve as their daily caretakers (Abrams & Anderson-Nathe, 

2012). Living unit staff act as surrogate parents for incarcerated youth, providing round-the-

clock care as they attempt to promote positive development while also holding young people 

accountable for their behavior (Inderbitzin, 2007b). Consequently, these staff members serve as 

primary socializing agents for the youth they supervise and have the potential to influence not 

only their self-perception but also their identities and roles (Arnett, 1995). In fact, research finds 

that the relationships between adolescents and the significant adults in their lives can affect their 

emotional and psychological development as well as their feelings about themselves and their 

futures (Eccles et al., 1993; Masten & Coatsworth, 1998). It has been suggested that correctional 

staff members play a role in shaping what incarcerated youth believe about themselves and 

expect for their future lives through staff-youth interactions and role modeling (Chung, Little, & 

Steinberg, 2005; Inderbitzin, 2007a).  Given the potential that living unit staff have to influence 

the development of the young people they supervise, it is important to examine their beliefs 

about incarcerated boys and girls. In a total insitution such as a youth correctional facility, where 

young people are segregated by gender and have little contact with people outside the institution, 

the views of staff about the gendered attributes of the youth they supervise is an important 

component of how they might shape the gender identities of both boys and girls.   

Ethnographic accounts of juvenile correctional facilities find that these total institutions 

have private, complex cultures (Goffman, 1961) where the role of staff involves both the care 

and control of youth (Abrams & Anderson-Nathe, 2012; Abrams, Kim, & Anderson-Nathe, 

2005; Hussemann & Page, 2011; Inderbitzin, 2006, 2007a). Correctional staff shape daily life for 
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the young people they supervise (Cullen, Lutze, Link, & Wolfe, 1989), which means that they 

are not only a key component of the institutional culture but also affect the rehabilitation of 

youth (Inderbitzin, 2006). The relationships between front line staff and youth are often 

considered to be the foundation of juvenile justice treatment programming (Abrams & Anderson-

Nathe, 2012), in part because they are responsible for translating the policies set forth by the 

juvenile justice administration through their day-to-day interactions with incarcerated youth 

(Inderbitzin, 2007b). However, there is limited research that examines the perspectives of 

correctional staff in youth facilities about their role in the lives of incarcerated youth or 

specifically how attempt to accomplish the treatment goals of the juvenile justice system.  

The current emphasis on gender-responsive programming in the youth corrections 

(Walker, Muno, & Sullivan-Colglazier, 2015) that acknowledges the unique developmental 

pathways (Gilligan, 1993; Rose & Rudolph, 2006), risk experiences (Zahn et al., 2010), and 

treatment needs of boys and girls (Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 2014) has implications for the 

living unit staff who are primarily responsible for the juvenile justice system’s treament efforts 

(Inderbitzin, 2007b; State Youth Authority, 2013b). Delinquent girls often have very different 

risk experiences (Girls Study Group, 2010; Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 

Prevention, 2010) and pathways to crime than their male counterparts (Bloom, Owen, 

Deschenes, & Rosenbaum, 2002b; Hubbard & Pratt, 2002; Zimmerman & Messner, 2010).  

Developmental research suggests that girls place more value on relationships (Gilligan, 1982) 

and are more sensitive to relationship dynamics (Marsh & Evans, 2009) than is true for boys. 

Gendered differences in stress reactivity mean that girls are more likely than boys to seek and 

activate social support in times of stress (Rose et al., 2004). For all of these reasons, it has been 
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suggested that juvenile justice policies must be sensitive to the unique experiences and 

developmental needs of both boys and girls (Chesney-Lind & Pasko, 2013).  In fact, many states 

have adopted a gender-specific model of treatment programming to specifically address these 

differences (Day, Zahn, & Tichavsky, 2015; Javdani & Allen, 2016). Despite these efforts, 

researchers have yet to examine whether front line correctional staff who work with girls see 

their role in the lives of youth differently than those who work with boys or whether they use 

distinct strategies to achieve program goals. Staff perspectives on what youth need from them, 

with an eye towards differences based on youth gender, have the potential to explicate the ways 

in which juvenile correctional facilities reinforce gender stereotypes and norms through staff-

youth interactions.  

Although the number of youth in the United States who are confined in a correctional 

facility has dropped substantially since the peak in 1995, this country incarcerates a higher 

percentage of its youth population than any other developed nation (Annie E. Casey Foundation, 

2013). In 2010, there were 225 juvenile offenders in custody for every 100,000 youth in the U.S. 

population (Hockenberry, 2013).  While the original juvenile court was established to rehabilitate 

young people rather than punish them (Bernard, 1992), subsequent social disillusionment with 

the idea of rehabilitation for delinquent youth, which happened to coincide with an increase in 

juvenile crime rates, resulted in more punitive juvenile justice policies (Scott & Steinberg, 2008). 

However, there has been a lack of research proving the effectiveness of a punishment-oriented 

approach to juvenile delinquency (Steinberg, 2009). It has also been suggested that placement in 

a juvenile justice residential or correctional facility has the potential to not only impact 

development during adolescence (Chung, Little, & Steinberg, 2005), but also affect long-term 



Chapter 1: INTRODUCTION  5 
 

 
 

 

life trajectories and outcomes (Elder, 1998). Findings such as these inspired policy makers to 

explore new, more rehabilitative, approaches to the care of delinquent youth (Steinberg, 2009). 

To minimize the potentially negative consequences of incarceration, many juvenile justice 

agencies adopted a Positive Youth Development (PYD) goal to the treatment of the adolescents 

in their care (Butts et al., 2010). This model focuses on building and enhancing individual 

strengths through engagement in meaningful activities and positive relationships (Damon, 2004). 

Juvenile justice programs that incorporate PYD as an outcome goal traditionally feature supports 

to encourage pro-social relationships and positive social ties (Butts et al., 2010).  

In the current era, where rehabilitation and PYD have become the primary goals of many 

juvenile correctional facilities, there is little knowledge of the motivations of front-line staff 

members and the treatment tools they utilize relative to this philosophical foundation. If these 

individuals are charged with helping incarcerated youth achieve treatment goals, it is pivotal to 

understand their underlying beliefs about the youth they supervise and the role of correctional 

staff in helping young people meet treatment goals. Furthermore, learning more about the ways 

that correctional staff attempt to rehabilitate the youth in their care and promote positive 

outcomes can be an important tool for assessing the role of staff in helping achieve the goals of 

the juvenile justice system. This is especially true when a gender-responsive strategy is 

employed and staff members are charged with meeting the unique treatment needs of both boys 

and girls.  

Using qualitative research methods, the current study gathered data from in-depth interviews 

with living unit staff members in three of the state’s youth correctional facilities to better 

understand how they see their role in the care and rehabilitation of incarcerated youth. This 
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analysis employed a gender lens to examine the ways that staff described incarcerated boys and 

girls, as well as gendered differences in what they believe youth need from them. The first set of 

findings highlight the messages incarcerated youth receive from staff about males and females, 

which has the potential to impact their own gender identity development in addition to their 

beliefs about individuals of their own and the opposite gender. The second focus of this study is 

on the similarities and gendered differences in what front line staff feel boys and girls need from 

them while incarcerated. Through their interactions with youth and their gendered treatment 

modalities, living unit staff may reinforce gender stereotypes and limit the ability of incarcerated 

boys and girls to explore varied gender roles and identities. This study provides insight into the 

ways that living unit staff conceptualize and interact with youth, with an eye toward gendered 

differences, and has the potential to inform juvenile justice policy decisions about the 

rehabilitation of incarcerated young people. 

History of the Juvenile Justice System 

 In the 1800s, social concern about poor children on the streets led to the creation of the 

first juvenile institution (Bernard, 1992). The economic changes brought about by urbanization 

and industrialization caused family disintegration and homeless children were often forced to 

steal in order to survive (Bernard, 1992).  The Society for the Prevention of Pauperism in New 

York City became the Society for the Prevention of Juvenile Delinquents, which opened the first 

House of Refuge in 1825 (Steinberg, 2009).  This was designed to be a place where children who 

were in danger of growing up to be criminals (i.e. paupers) could be sent for proper socialization 

and reformation (Bernard, 1992). 
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The first juvenile court in the United States was established in 1899 by Jane Addams and 

her colleagues at Hull House (Bernard, 1992; Steinberg, 2009). Prior to this time, juvenile 

offenders were processed in the adult court system (Barton, 2011).  The juvenile court was 

designed to address the rehabilitative needs of youth rather than to mete out punishment (Hinton, 

Sims, Adams, & West, 2007) and was a key component of the social reforms instituted during 

the Progressive Era (Scott & Steinberg, 2008).  The reform goals of the juvenile court reflected 

the parents patriae philosophy of the first formal juvenile justice policy, a Latin phrase that 

literally means “parent of the country” and suggests that the state serves as the ultimate parent to 

all its children, acting in their best interests (Bernard, 1992). The creation of a separate juvenile 

court was based on the belief that juveniles are qualitatively distinct from adults because they 

lack a fully developed reasoning capacity (Bernard, 1992). Consequently, juveniles were 

considered less responsible for their actions and more capable of rehabilitation (Scott & 

Steinberg, 2008).  At that time, juvenile court judges considered the social background and 

personal characteristics of the youth brought before them to determine the best course of action 

to achieve rehabilitation (Steinberg, 2009). However, the creation of a separate juvenile court led 

to a tension between the often-competing goals of punishment and rehabilitation that guide the 

treatment of juvenile offenders (Barton, 2011).  The court was charged with assessing the best 

interests of a child and, if deemed “necessary”, placing that child in custody for treatment and 

reform, involuntarily and without permission from the child’s parents; thus, the early juvenile 

court has been called a “coercive casework agency” (Bernard, 1992, p. 95).  The establishment 

of a juvenile court was followed in the early part of the 20th century by a surge in the 
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establishment of reformatories and training schools for girls, which were designed to “rescue and 

reform” their charges (Chesney-Lind, 1989). 

The optimism that fueled the early juvenile court around its ability to reform deviant 

youth had waned by the 1950s when it became clear that the performance of the juvenile justice 

system did not match its good intentions (Bernard, 1992).  Many believed that the juvenile court 

did not act in the best interests of the children brought before it, nor did it actually rehabilitate 

youth.  In the 1960s, youth advocates suggested that this was not a failure of the rehabilitative 

model, but instead of the system for failing to offer the treatment it promised (Scott & Steinberg, 

2008).  These reformers argued that youth were being punished rather than reformed, and 

without the protections of due process that guide the adult court (Scott & Steinberg, 2008).  After 

a series of Supreme Court cases in the 1960s and 70s, the juvenile court came to very much 

resemble the adult court such that youth were entitled to legal counsel, the right to confront and 

cross-examine witnesses, the right to written and timely notice of their legal charges and 

proceedings, and the right to avoid self-incrimination (Bernard, 1992). 

 This updated juvenile court was designed to protect the rights of youth while juvenile 

justice programs were charged with providing appropriate treatment for rehabilitation.  However, 

in the 1970s there was a backlash against the liberal policies of the previous decade (Scott & 

Steinberg, 2008) which coincided with an increase in juvenile crime rates, especially for violent 

crime (Hinton et al., 2007).  This led to the creation of a political “war on crime” and many states 

passed laws to increase the punishment of juvenile offenders (Bernard, 1992).  In an attempt to 

combat the rise in criminal activity and without research demonstrating the effectiveness of the 

rehabilitative practices of the earlier juvenile court model, policy makers believed that punitive 
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sanctions guided by the seriousness of the offense rather than the characteristics of the offender 

were in order (Hinton et al., 2007).  In turn, state laws describing the role of the juvenile court 

system came to increasingly include the punishment of juvenile offenders (Bernard, 1992).  

Incidentally, during the 1970s researchers and journalists documented horrific tales of abuse in 

youth correctional facilities (Wooden, 1976). 

 While rates of youth crime continued to rise in the 1980s and 1990s (Hinton et al., 2007), 

research discovered that the punitive approach has been no more effective at deterring youth 

crime than the therapeutic attempts of the early juvenile justice system and may, in fact, increase 

the risk of recidivism (Redding, 2000).  Punishment-oriented juvenile justice policies may also 

jeopardize the mental health and development of delinquent youth (Fagan, 2008). These findings 

led to a push for more research to determine effective strategies for understanding, preventing, 

and treating juvenile delinquency (Hinton et al., 2007).  In addition, new research about 

adolescent development increased the scientific knowledge of the unique experiences and needs 

of young people (Steinberg, 2009).  This research argues for adolescence as a distinct 

developmental stage and suggests that the ways youth are different from adults is relevant to 

both why youth become involved in crime and how society can effectively respond to 

delinquency (Scott & Steinberg, 2008).  Many policy and law makers now understand that it is 

inappropriate to treat young people like adults and support a more moderate approach to dealing 

with juvenile delinquency (Scott & Steinberg, 2008).  In addition, new research utilizing 

stringent methodology provides ample evidence that some intervention programs are effective at 

reducing recidivism (Hinton et al., 2007).  In response to this research and the fiscal realities of 

incarcerating more youth yet receiving diminished returns on their investment, some states are 



Chapter 1: INTRODUCTION  10 
 

 
 

 

now focusing on evidence-based approaches to juvenile justice in an effort to both reduce costs 

and youth crime rates (Drake, Aos, & Miller, 2009). 

Youth in the Juvenile Justice System. 

According to the Juvenile Court Statistics 2010 report, there were 1,368,200 delinquency 

cases processed by U.S. juvenile courts that year; of those, 32% resulted in either adjudication of 

delinquency (an official determination that the youth committed a delinquent offense) or a 

waiver to the adult court (Puzzanchera & Hockenberry, 2013).  Of the 428,200 young people that 

were adjudicated delinquent in 2010, 50% were under the age of 16, 21% were female, and 62% 

were white.  Sixty percent of the cases brought against boys were adjudicated delinquent, 

compared to 54% of the cases involving girls.  Of the petitioned cases, 60% of those involving 

white youth were adjudicated, compared to 55% of those involving black youth, 58% of those 

involving Asian youth, and 69% of those involving American Indian youth.  Just over 26% of the 

youth adjudicated delinquent in 2010 were sentenced to out-of-home placement; this sentence 

was more likely for boys than girls and among racial/ethnic groups, most likely for black youth 

(30%), then Native American youth (27%), followed by white (24%) and Asian youth (22%). 

The Juveniles in Residential Placement 2010 report indicates that there were 79,165 

youth placed in residential facilities by the juvenile justice system that year (Hockenberry, 2013).  

Females accounted for 13% and minority youth accounted for 68% of the juveniles held in 

residential facilities.  Among males in residential placement, 31% were white, 42% black, 23% 

Hispanic, and 4% were identified as “other.” Among females, 39% were white, 36% black, 18% 

Hispanic, and 7% were “other.”  In the state where this study was conducted, there were 663 

youth in correctional facilities in July 2013; of those youth, 7.2% were girls (State Youth 



Chapter 1: INTRODUCTION  11 
 

 
 

 

Authority, 2013a).  The majority of the incarcerated youth in the state, nearly 49%, were 

between the ages of 18 and 20; 28% were between 16 and 17, 17% were 21 and over, and just 

over 6% were between the ages of 12 and 15.  In terms of racial and ethnic characteristics, the 

incarcerated youth in this state are predominately White at 54%, while 28% of the youth are 

Hispanic, 9.8% black, 5.3% Native American, and 2.7% Asian.  The most common offense types 

for incarcerated youth in the state are the following: sex offense (31%), person-to-person offense 

(20%), robbery (16%), and property offense (16%). 

Incarcerated youth have often experienced other lifetime risk factors in addition to their 

involvement in the juvenile justice system, including difficult family situations, poverty and 

educational deficiencies (Nurse, 2010). Surveys of youth in juvenile justice residential facilities 

across the U.S. indicate that many have significant emotional and mental health issues (Office of 

Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, 2010).  Other studies find that the majority of 

incarcerated youth come from single-parent households and many have experienced divorce 

and/or illness in their family of origin (Nurse, 2010). In addition, youth who have spent time in 

foster care are overrepresented among the prison population (Jonson-Reid & Barth, 2000).   

Research documents that youth in the juvenile justice system have significantly higher 

rates of substance use and abuse and mental illness than those in the general population (Cocozza 

& Skowyra, 2000).  For example, the percentage of youth in custody who use drugs and alcohol 

is more than double that of the general adolescent population (Office of Juvenile Justice and 

Delinquency Prevention, 2010). To provide additional context, we can examine the risk 

experiences of youth held in the state’s juvenile correctional facilities and compare some of them 

to the rates from a normative sample of adolescents. According to data drawn from the 2012 
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Mental Health Gap Survey, the percentage of youth in the state’s juvenile correctional facilities 

who have a documented history of risk are as follows: 18% experienced sexual abuse, 25% were 

physically abused, 24% experienced emotional abuse, 22% have a biological parent with a 

psychiatric history, 58% have a biological parent with a history of drug and/or alcohol abuse, and 

59% have received a clinical mental health diagnosis other than conduct disorder, such as autism, 

schizophrenia or other psychotic disorder, substance-related disorder, mood disorder, anxiety 

disorder, or eating disorder (State Youth Authority, 2012).  In a meta-analysis of available 

research, it was determined that approximately 13% of males and 30-40% of females in the 

general population have experienced childhood sexual abuse (Bolen & Scannapieco, 1999).  A 

more recent study, which used a geographically stratified random sample, reported that 14.2% of 

men and 32.3% of women were sexually abused as children and that 22.2% of males and 19.5% 

of females were physically abused (Briere & Elliott, 2003).  In data collected from a nationally 

representative sample of adolescents, 49.5% were affected by at least once class of mental 

disorder (Merikangas et al., 2010).  While it is important to note that people who were 

incarcerated as youth may have been included in the samples used for these studies, which could 

have the effect of inflating the rates of risk, incarcerated youth in the state experience significant 

risk factors relative to the general population (State Youth Authority, 2012). 

Impact of Incarceration on Adolescent Development. 

According to life course theorists (Elder, 1998; Sampson & Laub, 1997), the experience 

of incarceration during adolescence is likely to affect development and life trajectories 

differently than it would if incarceration occurred during adulthood.  From this perspective, the 

specific timing of experiences and life transitions, especially those that are significant, will 
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impact other transitions throughout life (Elder, 1998). The age at which an individual is sent to a 

correctional facility will likely affect decisions and behaviors post-release, as well as a host of 

other social experiences such as relationships, education, and employment (Nurse, 2010).  These 

long term effects are due in part to the fact that incarceration disturbs the normal progression of 

adolescent development by removing youth from their communities, depriving them of the 

opportunities and various supports available to their non-incarcerated counterparts (Chung et al., 

2005). Young people who become incarcerated face lives that are completely structured by the 

institution, where the daily rhythm of life is rigidly structured and is shaped by the institution’s 

rules, facilities, and programs (Nurse, 2010). The various elements of the correctional institution 

provide nearly the entire context of the lives of incarcerated youth and therefore, have a powerful 

impact on their developmental process.  

Delinquent youth who spend time in a correctional facility often lag behind their non-

delinquent peers in traditional markers of success once they reach adulthood; these markers 

include educational attainment, employment, financial self-sufficiency, and legal earnings 

(Chung et al., 2005).  A significant number of incarcerated youth also experience serious inter-

personal problems and mental health disorders in adulthood (Moffitt, Caspi, Harrington, & 

Milne, 2002) and as many as half of them return to the justice system after their release (Bullis, 

2002).  While other risk factors beyond incarceration certainly may influence these outcomes, 

the experience of living in an institution during the formative adolescent years can impact 

developmental processes.  Some of the key abilities that are often acquired and developed in 

adolescence include educational and/or vocational skills, the necessary social skills for the 

creation and maintenance of stable relationships, and the ability to set meaningful goals and 
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behave in a responsible manner without supervision (Steinberg, 2009).  For incarcerated youth, 

the correctional institution is the primary environment for the development of these abilities and 

may not provide the ideal opportunities to acquire the skills necessary for a successful transition 

to a conventional adult role (Steinberg, Chung, & Little, 2004).  It has been suggested that 

incarceration can significantly affect a young offender’s achievement of psychosocial maturity, 

perhaps due to the difficulty of maintaining interpersonal relationships while institutionalized 

and the constant exposure to deviant peers (Chung et al., 2005). 

Another way that incarceration may affect youth is through its impact on the 

development of self-regulation. Self-regulation has also been described as an individual-level 

dimension that includes the modulation of attentional, behavioral, and emotional reactivity to 

different contexts as well as goal planning and setting, task persistence, and management of the 

environment (Gestsdottir & Lerner, 2008; Rothbart & Posner, 2005).  In early childhood, 

environmental demands require self-regulation for the achievement of short-term goals, while the 

ability to self-regulate in alignment with long-term goals is developed during adolescence 

(Gestsdottir & Lerner, 2008).  During this stage of life, self-regulation develops as individuals 

are able to make intentional, thoughtful long-term plans within academic or occupational 

domains, make active choices from a variety of options about which strategies will best help 

them achieve their goals, and monitor their progress towards those goals; all important skills as 

the adolescent transitions to adulthood (Gestsdottir & Lerner, 2008).  There is ample empirical 

evidence that self-regulation is correlated to the development and expression of antisocial 

behavior in childhood, adolescence, and adulthood (Gardner, Dishion, & Connell, 2008).  Based 

on this research, it can be hypothesized that incarcerated youth may come into the system with 
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lower capacities for self-regulation.  Furthermore, the experience of institutionalization leaves 

few opportunities for the very activities known to help adolescents develop important self-

regulation skills in preparation for adulthood. 

While institutions may impede optimal adolescent development, their effect is not 

uniformly negative (Osgood, Foster, Flanagan, & Ruth, 2005). For some youth, incarceration 

may provide opportunities for positive development by helping them develop mastery of a skill 

and improve interpersonal competence (Chung et al., 2005). In one study, youth spoke about 

their hopefulness that time spent incarcerated would help them deal with addiction issues, offer 

an opportunity for educational attainment, and provide a way to improve relationships with 

family members (Nurse, 2010).   Another found that some ex-offenders appreciated the 

opportunity provided by residential placement to get away from their chaotic lives and 

contemplate their behavior; the development of positive relationships with supportive 

correctional professionals was also cited as extremely important for helping them become 

involved in healthy adult activities and desist from crime post-release (Hughes, 1998).  In sum, 

the experience of incarceration during adolescence has the potential to either negatively or 

positively impact developmental outcomes and the transition to adulthood.  This impact on youth 

outcomes often depends on whether juvenile justice facilities utilize a developmental perspective 

in placement and programming, as well as evidence-based treatment methods, that provide 

opportunities for young people to develop skills that promote a successful transition to adulthood 

(Abrams, Kim, & Anderson-Nathe, 2005; Chung, et al., 2005; Steinberg, 2009) 

The Role of Front Line Staff in Juvenile Corrections 
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The unique role of correctional staff in a juvenile justice facility requires that they 

support rehabilitation while also enforcing security, making this role very different from other 

helping relationships involving youth and adults (such as client-therapist) (Noam & Fiore, 2004).  

Staff members at a youth correctional facility are charged with protecting the public from the 

delinquent adolescents in their custody, but must also care for these youth during their 

confinement. The limited research on staff working in juvenile justice facilities suggests that they 

often find it difficult to balance the two distinct parts of their job (Abrams & Anderson-Nathe, 

2012). While these individuals may be motivated to provide therapeutic treatment for the youth 

in their care, they indicate that there is too little training devoted to this part of the job and that 

they do not have enough time to dedicate to this mission (Abrams & Anderson-Nathe, 2012; 

Inderbitzin, 2007b). 

In many ways, the staff act as surrogate parents who raise these young people while they 

serve their sentences (Inderbitzin, 2006). This role is critical for the rehabilitative mission of the 

juvenile justice system because the treatment goals of a juvenile facility must be met by the 

front-line staff who work with the youth on a daily basis (Inderbitzin, 2007a). In fact, the 

relationships between staff and youth are sometimes considered to be the foundation of juvenile 

justice treatment programs (Abrams & Anderson-Nathe, 2012). The ability of a juvenile justice 

program to meet its treatment goals relies on, “individuals who have the necessary basic skills to 

interact positively with youth, are motivated to implement a program effectively, and are 

operating in an environment that promotes their efforts in this regard” (Mulvey, Schubert, & 

Odgers, 2010, p. 1273). 
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Given that research demonstrates a relationship with a caring adult outside of family can 

be a protective factor (Fraser, Kirby, & Smokowski, 2004), the role of front-line staff may be 

particularly important for incarcerated youth. It has been suggested that in order to create 

opportunities for positive adolescent development within the juvenile justice system, someone 

must operate as an “ordinary devoted parent,” assessing the young person’s strengths and 

weaknesses and supporting his or her developmental process (Schwartz, 2001). As the primary 

adult influences on juveniles who are being held in custody, front-line staff members potentially 

have a significant impact on a youth’s development. In fact, juvenile justice staff members are 

seen as an important component of the “environment” within residential treatment facilities that 

can help improve a youth’s behavior and they can serve as a role models to facilitate positive 

youth development (State Youth Authority, 2013b). 

The relationships between staff and youth in a juvenile justice facility are an important 

aspect of both the maintenance of order (Nurse, 2010) and the reformation process (Feld, 1981).  

Feld’s research (1981) demonstrated that the ideology of juvenile correctional staff impacts the 

way they interact with youth, as well as the culture of the institution.  Staff who focused on the 

custody aspect of corrections, compared to those who emphasized the treatment goals, were 

more concerned with the respect and obedience of the juvenile and relied on external controls to 

control inmate behavior. These staff members rejected social-emotional dysfunction or 

psychopathology as the source of delinquency and instead emphasized an individual’s free will, 

believing poor behavior can be deterred by adequate punishment.  Due to their rejection of 

psychological explanations for delinquent behavior, the staff holding a correctional ideology had 

a harder time understanding why a young person would engage in delinquent or unusual 
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behavior. They were also less likely to believe that youth in custody were capable of creating 

“normal” relationships and more likely to believe that they were untrustworthy, dangerous “hard-

core delinquents.”  The custody-focused staff had a strong preference for young people who kept 

to themselves rather than interacting with the other youth in the facility, as well as those who 

followed orders and stayed out of trouble. These staff members held a negative perception of the 

incarcerated youth and a distrust of group interaction, which led them to disrupt relationships or 

group association and encourage self-isolation. Treatment-focused staff, on the other hand, 

encouraged inmate involvement and the development of responsibility for others through 

relationship formation. 

Feld (1981) also found that staff ideology and institutional organization were correlated 

to informal inmate culture. In living cottages where staff placed a high value on custody goals 

and were especially punitive, relying on deprivation to control inmate behavior, the youth were 

the most alienated from each other and from the staff members. This group used aggression and 

violence to exploit other inmates and could not be effectively controlled by staff. When cottage 

staff relied on a privilege system to control behavior, coupled with the informal cooperation of 

“elite” youth, there was a higher level of control but aggression was still the primary way that 

inmates interacted with each other. In contrast, the treatment-oriented staff utilized a system of 

formal collaboration between staff and youth to establish control. This resulted in less aggression 

and violence displayed by the youth and a more positive inmate culture. The youth in these 

facilities were much more likely than their counterparts to support “positive” institutional 

behavior such as cooperation with staff members and a refusal to aid in an escape attempt. 
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Feld (1981) suggested that youth perception of the correctional facility and its staff may 

be correlated to the ideology of the staff in the cottages. Young people residing in the custody-

focused cottages were significant more likely to report that the staff demanded conformity and 

obedience and to describe the facility as a place designed to punish. Youth in treatment-focused 

residential facilities described them as a place designed to promote self-awareness and 

rehabilitation. These youth were almost three times as likely as those in the custody-oriented 

facilities to describe the staff expectations as self-understanding and treatment. The staff 

expectations of the youth in their care became a self-fulfilling prophecy in terms of how the 

young people adapted to life in the institution. Youth in the custody-focused cottages relied on 

obedience and conformity, or overt conformity and covert deviance, to adapt while the 

adolescents in treatment-focused cottages chose self-understanding as their primary adaptive 

tool. 

The actions of staff can also affect how youth experience their incarceration. In his study, 

Feld (1981) found that youth in custodial cottages reported more severe and extensive problems 

with the confinement than those in treatment facilities. The youth in custody-focused settings 

were more likely to adopt elements of prisonization, such as self-isolation and prompt obedience, 

than their counterparts held in facilities that emphasized treatment. Staff focused on treatment 

actively tried to minimize the “pains of imprisonment” that might increase alienation. 

Furthermore, these staff members created a formal system of communication with youth that 

provided a mechanism for coping with inmate exploitation and aggression which led to less 

violence than was found in the custody-oriented facilities.  
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There is often a reciprocal view among juvenile corrections staff and the youth held in 

custody. Feld (1981) noted that staff with a negative perception of inmates were described by 

youth in a corresponding negative way; staff who held more positive view of the youth were 

described by the inmates with more favorable terms. The programming offered in the facility 

was also correlated to the inmates’ perception of the positive and negative attributes of the staff, 

such that youth believed punitive programs reflected staff members who lacked concern for 

youth and therapeutic programs demonstrated the commitment of staff members to the youth in 

their care. Clearly, correctional staff set the tone and shape the culture within the institution 

(Inderbitzin, 2006). The social climate is not only an important factor in the lived experience of 

incarcerated youth, experts suggest that it may also impact treatment outcomes (Schubert, 

Mulvey, Loughran, & Losoya, 2012), although staff and youth may not always have the same 

perception of what constitutes a “positive” social climate (Langdon, Cosgrave, & Tranah, 2004). 

Research suggests that relationships between youth in closed custody and correctional 

staff differ across a variety of dimensions (Marsh & Evans, 2009).  For example, from the 

perspective of youth, some staff are too directive in their attempts to help with problem-solving 

and do not support the youth in cooperatively developing a solution to their problems, which 

leaves the youth less able to cope with stress (Marsh & Evans, 2009). Other research has found 

that juvenile correctional staff who find creative solutions to problems, in consideration of the 

adolescents involved, are the most effective at working with incarcerated youth (Inderbitzin, 

2006). Incarcerated youth themselves report that they have different types of relationships with 

different staff members; some relationships are positive, while others are distinctly negative 

(Nurse, 2010). Most young people do not make generalizations about staff members, but instead 
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see them as individuals. Staff who demonstrate a genuine concern and try to meet the needs of 

youth are considered respectful and are more well-liked than those who inconsistently apply the 

rules or favor some youth over others (Nurse, 2010).  While there is still limited research on 

front-line staff members in youth correctional facilities, what is available clearly points to their 

important role in the incarceration experiences and rehabilitation of delinquent youth. 

Gender and Juvenile Corrections  

Nationwide, the juvenile justice system deals with significantly more boys than girls. 

Only 28% of the delinquency cases processed by U.S. juvenile courts in 2010 involved females 

(Puzzanchera & Hockenberry, 2013). In 2011, there were 53,079 males and 8,344 females in 

juvenile residential placement facilities across the United States (Sickmund, Sladky, Kang, & 

Puzzanchera, 2013). At that time, when half of the juvenile population was male, young men 

represented seventy-five percent of the arrests and juvenile court cases and eighty-seven percent 

of the juvenile offenders in residential placement (Hockenberry, 2013).  

In general, the delinquent acts committed by girls are less serious and less chronic than 

those of boys (Snyder & Sickmund, 2006).  Status offenses such as truancy and running away 

from home represent a large part of girls’ delinquency (Girls Study Group, 2010).  In an 

examination of offense profile, differences can be seen between the most serious offense for 

which young males and females were committed by the juvenile court in 2011; for 39% of males 

and 32% of females it was a person offense, for 26% of males and 19% of females it was a 

property offense, for roughly 7% of both males and females it was a drug offense, for 12.5% of 

males and 9% of females it was a public order offense, for 12.5% of males and 20.5% of females 

it was a technical violation, and for 2.7% of males and 13.2% of females it was a status offense 
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(Sickmund et al., 2013).  In addition to disparities in offense types and their rates of interaction 

with the juvenile justice system, there are also differences in the characteristics of the male and 

female populations who are placed in residential facilities. Detained girls, on average, are 

younger than their male counterparts, less likely to be a minority, and spend less time in juvenile 

justice facilities than males (Hockenberry, 2013).   

In addition, the risk experiences of girls who are involved in the juvenile justice system 

are often different from those for boys. For example, girls are more likely to meet the diagnostic 

criteria for at least one mental health disorder and often have two or more co-occurring disorders 

(Cocozza & Skowyra, 2000; Teplin, Abram, McClelland, Dulcan, & Mericle, 2002).  In the state 

where this study will be conducted, 79% of incarcerated girls, compared to 56% of boys, had a 

biological parent with a history of drug and/or alcohol abuse, while 64% of girls and only 20% of 

boys had a biological parent with a psychiatric history (State Youth Authority, 2012).  This 

disparity is equally striking in the documented rates of abuse experienced by youth in the state’s 

juvenile correctional facilities. Among adolescent females incarcerated by the state in 2012, 51% 

had a history of sexual abuse, 62% experienced physical abuse, 60% were emotionally abused, 

and 57% had a history of neglect. In comparison, among incarcerated adolescent males in the 

state, 16% had a history of sexual abuse, 23% experienced physical abuse, 22% were 

emotionally abused, and 20% had a history of neglect (State Youth Authority, 2012). It has been 

suggested that sensitivity to the victimization experiences of girls must be considered in regards 

to the institutional practices of the juvenile justice system (Chesney-Lind & Pasko, 2013). 

 Delinquency theories were originally formulated to explain male delinquency and 

ignored girls’ unique pathways to crime (Chesney-Lind, 1989).  Experts argue that understanding 
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the predictors of female delinquency has implications for the treatment of female juvenile 

offenders (Hubbard & Pratt, 2002). If the strongest predictors are different for male and female 

delinquents, then rehabilitation and treatment efforts may need to focus on gender-specific risk 

factors. A meta-analysis of research on predictors of delinquency found that the major predictors 

for both boys and girls were antisocial personality, behavior, peers, and attitudes/beliefs, but 

being a victim of physical or sexual abuse and having poor relationships at school were 

significant predictors of delinquency among girls but not boys (Hubbard & Pratt, 2002). One 

study found victimization to be a significant predictor of delinquency for both boys and girls, but 

a higher level of attachment to friends and depression were significant only for girls (Daigle, 

Cullen, & Wright, 2007). Drug use, exposure to violence, and family problems are associated 

with female delinquency (Bloom et al., 2002b), although the relationship between family 

disruption and delinquency, as well as deviant group behavior and delinquency, are significantly 

stronger for girls than boys (Steketee, Junger, & Junger-Tas, 2013). Girls have more intimate 

friendships than boys and the effect of peers on adolescent violent behavior increases as number 

of intimate peers increases; consequently, peer violence has a significantly stronger effect on 

violent offending among adolescent girls than boys (Zimmerman & Messner, 2010). These 

studies confirm an essential proposition of the feminist perspective; explaining human behavior 

requires an examination and understanding of the way individual experiences are shaped by 

gender (Greene, 2003). 

Researchers argue that the unique experiences and criminal pathways of girl offenders 

indicate a need for gender-specific programming and treatment (Chesney-Lind & Pasko, 2013). 

Furthermore, research on adolescent development suggests that the process is not identical for 
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girls and boys. Some argue that relationships are more important for females (Gilligan, 1982). 

This has important implications for incarcerated girls because a close, supportive relationship 

with a staff member may be especially influential for optimal development (Greene et al., 1998). 

In a study of relationships between incarcerated youth and staff members, there were significant 

differences in the correlation between relationship type and youths’ perceived likelihood of 

success by gender (Marsh & Evans, 2009). It has been suggested that females may be more 

sensitive to relationship dynamics and that successful staff-youth relationships for female 

offenders focus more on relational issues (Marsh & Evans, 2009). Correctional staff who work 

with girls may be trained to better support the unique needs of the youth they supervise; 

however, it is also possible that staff members adjust their behavior and expectations in reaction 

to the youth in their care. 

Research on gender differences in adolescent coping strategies finds that girls are more 

likely to seek social support and to focus on relationships than their male counterparts when 

coping with a major concern (Frydenberg & Lewis, 1991).  This is supported by other research 

demonstrating that biological processes may explain gender-related differences in stress 

reactivity (Rose et al., 2004).  Males are more likely to engage in the “flight-or-fight” response to 

stress, believed to be due to differences in hormone type and quantity, while females often 

respond with “tend-and-befriend” behavior (Klein & Corwin, 2002; Taylor et al., 2000). This 

strategy involves nurturant activities to reduce distress, as well as the creation and activation of 

social relationships that provide support (Taylor et al., 2000). The female responses to stress not 

only suppress aggression but also reduce the impact of trauma, which may provide a protective 

effect (Fishbein, Miller, Winn, & Dakof, 2009).  Gendered differences in stress-reactivity may 
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offer a basis for the differential needs of young men and women who experience incarceration, 

especially because it is a very stressful experience for most youth (Lambie & Randell, 2013). 

Studies indicate that youth gender can inform the perceptions and decisions of intake and 

probation professionals in the juvenile justice system. They often hold negative views of girls, 

describing them as sexualized and manipulative, and consider them “difficult to work with” 

compared to boys (Bond-Maupin, Maupin, & Leisenring, 2002).  Some attribute girls’ tendency 

to be “difficult” to hormonal issues (Gaarder, Rodriguez, & Zatz, 2004).  While they may be 

sensitive to the girls’ needs, juvenile justice professionals report a desire to maintain an 

emotional distance from girls because they find their needs overwhelming and do not want to 

serve as counselors (Gaarder et al., 2004).  At the same time, these officials admit that they 

spend more time talking to girls because they are more open than boys about their lives.  Based 

on these findings, further research is needed to determine whether gendered views of youth 

impact the ways that front-line juvenile justice staff interact with incarcerated girls and boys. 

Ultimately, researchers argue that girls have different social and economic realities, risk 

experiences, and developmental needs which should be reflected in juvenile justice programming 

(Bloom, Owen, Deschenes, & Rosenbaum, 2002a).  However, it is not clear that the front-line 

staff who work with adolescent girls understand their unique experiences and needs.  This study 

fills a gap in the literature by examining whether staff members in correctional facilities have 

different perspectives of incarcerated boys and girls, and whether staff feel that youth gender 

impacts what young people need from front line staff while they are confined. 

Positive Youth Development in the Juvenile Justice System 
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 The scientific study of adolescence as a unique stage in the life course began with G. 

Stanley Hall in the early part of the 20th century. In his two-volume text on adolescence, which 

was published in 1904, Hall suggested that the stage is marked by “storm and stress” as children 

overcome their more “beast-like” instincts and become more civilized (Arnett & Cravens, 2006; 

Lerner, 2009).  While many of his views on the educational needs of young people were 

criticized, Hall’s leadership contributed to a research-based focus on adolescent development 

(Arnett & Cravens, 2006). In addition, many scientists of the time adopted his idea that 

adolescence is necessarily a stressful period in life and viewed all young people as being “‘at-

risk’ for behaving in uncivilized and problematic ways” (Lerner, 2009, p. 150). 

 In the 1960s, researchers began to argue that Hall’s conception of adolescence was not, in 

fact, true for many youth (Lerner, 2009).  Researchers and theorists who studied different 

domains of development found that there are various trajectories through adolescence into 

adulthood, all of which include significant changes, but most young people do not experience a 

major “storm” (Lerner, 2009).  Developmental science led to models that suggest there are 

multiple levels of context that impact adolescent development and interact with biological 

changes and individual characteristics to affect youth outcomes (Arnett, 1995; Baltes, 

Lindenberger, & Staudinger, 2006; Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Elder, 1998). These theories shared a 

foundational belief in the potential plasticity of all human development (Lerner, 2009), which 

coincided with research on resilience (Masten, Best, & Garmezy, 1990), to foster the 

development of the positive youth development (PYD) model (Lerner et al., 2012). 

In contrast to the problem-focused developmental models that informed public opinion 

and social policy for much of the 20th century, the PYD framework focuses on the strengths and 
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resources that youth may possess or access to promote optimal development (Damon, 2004; 

Lerner, Fisher, & Weinberg, 2000).  Basically, young people are viewed as resources to be 

developed instead of problems to be fixed or managed (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003).  From this 

perspective, youth development is considered a natural process whereby an adolescent develops 

an increasing capacity to understand the world around them and to act on their environment in a 

purposeful way (Hamilton, Hamilton, & Pittman, 2004). This occurs throughout the life span as 

the inherent capacities of the individual interact with the supportive resources and challenges 

presented in both the social and physical environment. Optimal youth development occurs when 

an adolescent leads a “healthy, satisfying, and productive life,” both at their current age and in 

the future; ideally, this life includes civic engagement, the ability to earn a living, nurturing 

social relationships, and participation in cultural activities (Hamilton et al., 2004).  

The central principles of PYD are based on a foundational belief that all children are 

inherently capable and naturally inclined to engage in prosocial relationships and activities 

(Damon, 2004). These principles focus on universality, or the inclusion of all youth, and a 

strength-based, rather than problem prevention, orientation (Hamilton et al., 2004). In practice, 

PYD employs policies, programs, and activities that are committed to providing opportunities for 

all adolescents to thrive or achieve optimal development. This extends beyond enhancing 

individual strengths to fostering or engaging community resources that can provide contexts 

where a young person’s competence can be developed (Damon, 2004). 

 Youth development programs based on the PYD model focus on what have been called 

the “Big Three” design features (Catalano et al., 2002; Eccles & Gootman, 2002; Lerner, 

Alberts, Jelicic, & Smith, 2006; Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003). That is, a PYD program gives 
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youth (1) opportunities to be involved in and lead activities that (2) promote the development of 

meaningful life skills through (3) engagement in ongoing, supportive relationships with one or 

more adults. Ideally, these programs offer activities that provide youth both formal and informal 

opportunities to explore and expand their interests and talents (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003).  In 

addition, PYD goals are more likely to be reached when these activities are offered in an 

environment that provides an atmosphere where youth have hope for a positive future because 

they are viewed by adults as having strengths and resources (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003).  

Connectedness to others has been identified as an important predictor of risk behaviors in 

adolescents (Kirby, 2001) and the promotion of healthy adult-youth relationships can have a 

positive effect on the capacity of youth to become successful young adults (Wolfe, Jaffe, & 

Crooks, 2006) 

While the PYD model is designed to promote optimal development for all children, this 

perspective does acknowledge that some youth face extra challenges or adversities that may 

negatively affect the developmental process (Damon, 2004). However, rather than viewing 

adolescent development as a process of overcoming deficits, the PYD framework instead views 

all children as capable and purposefully recognizes individual strengths. The goal of PYD for at-

risk youth is to provide them opportunities to engage in productive activities that capitalize on 

their strengths. This is in contrast to programs that focus on improving young people by helping 

them overcome or eliminate maladaptive behavior. A key component of PYD is an emphasis on, 

“the manifest potentialities rather than the supposed incapacities of young people - including 

young people from the most disadvantaged backgrounds and those with the most troubled 

histories” (Damon, 2004, p. 17). Scholars suggest that the process of promoting PYD for 
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vulnerable or at-risk children is theoretically no different than for those who are meeting socially 

expected developmental goals (Edwards, Mumford, & Serra-Roldan, 2007). In theory, assessing 

adolescents’ strengths and engaging them in asset-building activities should promote positive 

development for any child.  

In a review of the ways that youth-centered programs in traditional settings do contribute 

to positive developmental outcomes, Eccles and Goodman (2002) identified a set of core 

dimensions that include the following: a psychologically and physically safe environment, clear 

and consistent organizational structure, supportive relationships, opportunities to contribute to 

and belong to a social group, and opportunities to build skills.  These components are often 

incorporated into the treatment programming for at-risk youth. In a study that evaluated the 

effectiveness of positive development opportunities in programs for both homeless youth and 

those at risk of becoming homeless, participants who were more satisfied with the programming 

gave high ratings to program safety, structure, relationship quality, and support for efficacy 

(Heinze, Jozefowicz, & Toro, 2010). Furthermore, in alignment with other research on how 

youth experience PYD programs (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003), homeless youth reported that the 

climate of an agency or program, interpersonal relationship dynamics, and opportunities for 

personal growth were more important than the number of material goods and services offered by 

the program (Heinze et al., 2010).  These studies suggest that many of the PYD components that 

are utilized by youth programs in traditional settings may function similarly in programs aimed 

at especially vulnerable or at-risk youth. 

Juvenile justice systems have traditionally relied on a deficit-based model that identifies 

youth problems and attempts to reduce or eliminate those problems (Barton & Butts, 2008). The 
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primary goal of this system has been the protection of public safety through the incapacitation of 

delinquent youth and the imposition of sanctions designed to reduce recidivism (Barton & Butts, 

2008). Advances in social science research and practice that are based on the concepts of risk 

and resilience have had an impact on juvenile justice policies (Barton, 2011). In recent years, 

there has been a shift to a focus on Positive Youth Development in juvenile corrections 

(Schwartz, 2001). 

While there are some differences, in many ways the goals of the juvenile justice system 

and PYD are similar. Juvenile justice deals with youth after they have engaged in problem 

behavior and must address this behavior with punishment, basically through incapacitation. 

PYD, on the other hand, is strongly focused on preventing maladaptive behavior and providing 

opportunities for all youth to achieve optimal development. However, both are committed to 

helping troubled youth achieve positive developmental outcomes and overcome their difficulties 

through a variety of supports and resources. Although this may not be stated overtly by every 

state’s juvenile justice system, one part of reducing recidivism, which is always an overt goal, is 

to rehabilitate the youth in an attempt to prevent future problem behavior. Promoting PYD and 

preventing youth problems can both be achieved by reducing or buffering risk factors, increasing 

or strengthening protective factors, and supporting the development of resilience (Barton, 2004). 

The PYD approach in juvenile corrections contains several foundational premises: the 

belief that it is possible to hold youth accountable for their actions and promote healthy 

development at the same time, an understanding that PYD is a process that occurs with the youth, 

a focus on youth as a resource that can be developed through strengthening each individual’s 

protective factors, the application of a strengths-based approach that promotes self-esteem and 
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other protective factors, an understanding that interventions must be informed by the connection 

between normal adolescent development and delinquent behavior, and a treatment system that 

understands the difference between the symptoms of delinquency and the causes of delinquency 

(Butts et al., 2010; State Youth Authority, 2013b). The PYD framework in juvenile justice 

settings is based on two developmental domains; Learning/Doing and Attaching/Belonging. 

Assets that can be strengthened in the Learning/Doing domain include the development of skills 

and competences, acquiring new roles and responsibilities, and increasing self-efficacy and 

confidence. Within the Attaching/Belonging domain, treatment is designed to help youth develop 

pro-social skills and relationships, enjoy a sense of belonging to a community, and place value 

on service to others and community membership (Butts et al., 2010; State Youth Authority, 

2013b). 

PYD in the juvenile justice system emphasizes the development of youth strengths or 

assets. One of the ways this can occur is through a connection or bond to a helping adult who 

models and supports prosocial behavior (Marsh & Evans, 2009). For this reason, a hallmark of 

programs that promote PYD is a focus on intentional, meaningful relationships between adults 

and youth (Sesma Jr., Mannes, & Scales, 2013). It has been suggested that future research should 

explore the unique relationships between youth and juvenile justice staff and their capacity to 

support rehabilitation (Butts, Mayer, & Ruth, 2005; Schwartz, 2001).  

The State’s Juvenile Justice System. 

States maintain most of the responsibility for the regulation of juvenile justice (Steinberg, 

2009) and the definition of a juvenile for the application of justice policies is determined by each 

state (Barton, 2011). In most states, juvenile court jurisdiction extends to youth through age 17, 



Chapter 1: INTRODUCTION  32 
 

 
 

 

although the range across states varies from age 15 to age 18. In addition, some states extend the 

age of juvenile court jurisdiction for those accused of status offenses and most extend placement 

in juvenile court supervision until a youth is 20, and even longer in a few states (Barton, 2011). 

At the same time, juvenile courts can use a judicial waiver to transfer youth offenders to the 

jurisdiction of adult court under some circumstances, such as the execution of a serious or 

particularly violent crime.  In the state where this study was conducted, a young person is 

considered a juvenile through the age of 17 (up to their 18th birthday); youth cannot be 

incarcerated before the age of 12 and may be held in a juvenile facility up to the age of 25. 

The mission statement of an organization or institution is one way to assess its outcome 

goals and may also provide insight into the general theoretical perspective of the organization’s 

administration, and perhaps its staff. In the case of a state’s juvenile justice system, the mission 

statement should guide both the actions of the larger administration and those of the staff who 

deal directly with youth, speaking specifically to how the system promotes optimal development.  

The mission of the Youth Authority in the state where this study was conducted says that its goal 

is, “to protect the public and reduce crime by holding youth offenders accountable and providing 

opportunities for reformation in safe environments” (State Youth Authority, 2013b, p. 4). 

According to the Youth Authority’s whitepaper report, Positive Youth Development (PYD) 

represents the approach used by the agency to meet its mission, shaping the way that it attempts 

to “reform” the juveniles in the system. Although the agency acknowledges the significant 

challenges that the youth it serves have often faced, it argues that confinement has the potential 

to moderate the effects of risk on adolescent development through the deployment of PYD-based 

treatment programming (State Youth Authority, 2013b).  
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To provide some context, there were six youth correctional facilities (YCF) for boys and 

one for girls in the state when the research for this dissertation was conducted. The male 

facilities included Harrison, Hoover, Monroe, Wilson, Polk, and Grant (all facility and unit 

names are pseudonyms). There was only one facility for females and that was the Madison YCF. 

There were also three work study/transition camps for male youth. These are smaller facilities 

with specific programming designed to provide specialized treatment and help young people 

prepare for their transition to the community in the final months before their release. No 

transition camps were available for girls due to their limited numbers in the state’s juvenile 

justice system, however a transition program was offered at Madison YCF.  Not all youth who 

go through the state’s juvenile correctional system spend time in a transition program or at a 

camp.  Placement in one of these programs is based on an assessment of a youth’s needs and 

resources. Approximately 10-15% of girls who are incarcerated at Madison YCF go through the 

transition program there.  Of the boys who spend time in one of the state’s youth correctional 

facilities, roughly 25% go to a transition camp before their release. 

There were, and continue to be, programmatic and population differences among the 

correctional facilities for boys in this state. When this study was conducted, Harrison and Grant 

each held approximately 50 sex offending youth and provided treatment specific to this 

population. Wilson held the same number of youth and was a drug/alcohol treatment facility with 

a high concentration of gang-involved youth. The Polk facility had a younger, more general 

population with 100 beds; however, a youth riot that occurred shortly before data collection left 

the facility in a state of organizational transition and it was not an ideal time to assess the 

attitudes of living unit staff.  
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The two largest facilities were Hoover and Monroe. There were seven living units at 

Hoover, which had 180 beds for youth; three intake units where youth transitioned to close 

custody and were assessed for ideal long-term placement, one that housed both younger boys 

with mental health needs and young men who had been “removed” from other units (usually 

older, behaviorally challenging youth), and three long term units. Of these three units, two 

housed youth with drug/alcohol offenses or substance abuse issues and one housed violent 

offenders. There were also seven living units at Monroe and it held approximately the same 

number of youth as Hoover. Two units were treatment-focused and designed for short-term 

stays; one provided drug/alcohol treatment and the other had a behavior modification program. 

The other five units provided long-term care for a variety of different populations; youth with 

mental health diagnoses, violent offenders, general population (most whom were sex offenders), 

and older youth who had demonstrated good behavior. 

There were only two living units at Madison YCF and the facility could hold up to 75 

girls. The populations of these two units were similar in most characteristics, except age. One 

unit housed all female offenders younger than 17 ½ years old and all girls older than 17 ½ were 

placed on the other unit. There were no treatment or programming differences between the two 

units, nor any differences in average length of stay for youth.  There was also a small transitional 

program at this facility and the girls in that program lived together in a separate dorm. 

The Present Studies 

Given the dearth of research about correctional officers in juvenile justice facilities, the 

overarching goal of this dissertation is to understand their beliefs and motivations regarding their 

work with incarcerated young people. There are very few studies that present the viewpoint of 
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the juvenile justice staff themselves, which is valuable because it speaks to their perspective on 

working with extremely vulnerable youth. The role they play in shaping the day-to-day lives of 

youth in close custody and helping the youth achieve treatment goals cannot be overstated. In 

juvenile justice systems that are committed to a PYD foundational framework for rehabilitation, 

with its focus on positive relationships as a means for promoting prosocial beliefs and behaviors 

(Butts et al., 2010), the connection between front-line staff and youth is of particular importance. 

For these reasons, this dissertation gathers information about the roles and responsibilities of 

living unit staff, from their own perspective, related to the security and treatment goals of the 

juvenile justice system.  

Both of the studies within this dissertation utilize a gender lens to examine the 

perspectives of juvenile correctional staff. Gender encompasses the culturally prescribed beliefs 

and assumptions about the behaviors and characteristics of people who identify with a certain sex 

category (Howard & Hollander, 1997). While gender status is generally ascribed at birth (Lorber, 

1991), gender identification is reinforced throughout life by the ways an individual is treated by 

others and the expectations of his or her behavior based on gender (Bandura, 1977). Children 

learn from a young age to use gender, seen as a dichotomy, as a way to organize both themselves 

and others. This polarization between male and female gender identities, roles, and stereotypes 

continues to exist into adulthood, in part because of cultural beliefs that there is a clear 

differentiation between masculine and feminine behaviors and attitudes (West & Zimmerman, 

1987). When individuals act in accordance with society’s dichotomous gender expectations, it 

reinforces the notion that gender distinctions are natural and normal. Everyday interactions build 

gender into social institutions, reinforcing gender expectations (Lorber, 1991). 
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The first study in this dissertation explores the ways that front line staff describe the 

attributes of boys and girls, highlighting their differences. This focus emerged though the data 

analysis process, when it became clear that staff members had strong feelings about the ways 

incarcerated boys and girls are different. Not only were very different words used to describe 

youth from the two gender categories, but in relation to how they interact with staff and navigate 

conflict with their peers boys and girls were often characterized in nearly polar opposite ways. 

Although staff who worked with girls, in general, used positive terms to describe the youth in 

their care, overall there was a significant negative bias against working with girls because they 

were considered more difficult for staff. This is important information because the opinions of 

staff in regards to these gendered attributes likely have an impact on how youth view themselves, 

as well as those from the other gender. 

The second study focuses on staff perspectives of what incarcerated youth need from 

them. It was clear that staff formed beliefs about youth needs from their experiences working 

with young people, although some ideas represented the mission statement and policy guidelines 

of the youth authority. While the interview questions did not address this issue from a gendered 

perspective, the staff comments exposed both similarities and differences in what staff members 

felt boys and girls need from them. Even within similar themes of youth needs, some were 

emphasized more for one gender over the other and others had a slightly different tone 

depending on the gender of youth with whom staff worked. In addition, there were some unique 

themes based on youth gender that expose a different emphasis for those who work with girls 

versus those who work with boys. The perspectives of front line staff about youth needs should 

be considered when juvenile justice policy is developed, especially for gender-specific 
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programming, because these individuals not only have direct experience working with 

incarcerated youth but are also responsible for the implementation of treatment programming. 

These studies utilize qualitative research methods that are primarily designed to provide 

an interpretation of the meaning ascribed by the study participants (Schreier, 2012). This process 

creates an emic account by describing the perspective of the participants using their own words 

(Snape & Spencer, 2003). Like most qualitative research projects, this one was an inductive 

process that was largely driven by the data itself. As such, there was an allowance for “emergent 

flexibility” (Schreier, 2012, p. 24) whereby the research process changed and adapted throughout 

the data collection and analysis stages. The findings highlighted in the two studies emerged as 

particularly salient throughout the interview and data analysis processes, both to the study 

participants and the primary researcher. The perspectives of front line staff about the attributes of 

incarcerated boys and girls, and their unique needs, are a valuable contribution to the adolescent 

development and criminal justice literature. Ultimately, this knowledge has the potential to 

inform juvenile justice policies related to the performance and outcome goals of the juvenile 

justice system. 
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Chapter 2: Study 1 

 “They’re just made up different”: Juvenile correctional staff perceptions of incarcerated 

boys and girls 
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It is not surprising that criminal justice staff have different perceptions of criminally 

involved males and females. The fundamental belief in an inherent difference between the two 

genders has prevailed throughout the history of Western culture (Bem, 1993). However, there is 

a long history of negative perceptions of women and girls relative to men and boys who are also 

involved in the criminal justice system. Penitentiary inspectors in 1845 argued that female 

prisoners should be kept entirely separate from men and noted, “…from past experience, not 

only in our own State, but in others, one female prisoner is of more trouble than twenty males” 

(Dodge, 1999, p. 912). Just over one hundred year later, correctional officers with experience 

working with both male and female inmates described incarcerated women as temperamental, 

moody, complaining, and quarrelsome, and indicated that they “have a shorter fuse” and are 

more likely to “act out” than their male counterparts (Pollock, 1984). More recent research found 

that juvenile justice staff often used negative terms in regards to the girls in their care, describing 

them as manipulative, sexually promiscuous, needy, and more difficult than boys (Baines & 

Alder, 1996; Bond-Maupin, Maupin, & Leisenring, 2002; Gaarder, Rodriguez, & Zatz, 2004; 

Kersten, 1990; Lanctôt, Ayotte, Turcotte, & Besnard, 2012). However, many of these studies 

focused on staff perceptions of females rather than presenting a balanced examination of how 

correctional staff viewed both genders.  

For all young people, the adults with whom they spend the most time become primary 

socializing agents who influence their self-perception and how they see their role in the social 

world they inhabit (Arnett, 1995). Research suggests that interactions and relationships with 

significant adults can impact how well adolescents develop their emotional and psychological 

capacities, including their feelings about themselves and their future (Eccles et al., 1993; Masten 
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& Coatsworth, 1998). Consequently, front-line correctional staff play a pivotal role in the lives 

of incarcerated youth because they serve as primary caretakers (Abrams & Anderson-Nathe, 

2012). In many ways, staff members act as surrogate parents who provide daily, round-the-clock 

care for youth; this role includes the often conflicting tasks of holding youth accountable while 

also supporting rehabilitation (Inderbitzin, 2007b). In the closed institutional setting of a youth 

correctional facility, living unit staff create and reinforce the institution’s culture, which makes 

them critical to both youth experience and treatment (Inderbitzin, 2006). It can also be argued 

that through role modeling and staff-youth interactions, these staff members likely play a role in 

shaping what incarcerated youth believe about themselves and expect for their future lives 

(Chung, Little, & Steinberg, 2005; Inderbitzin, 2007a). 

For many years, the juvenile justice system was based on a one-size-fits all model of care 

that did not acknowledge different service needs for boys and girls (Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 

2014). However, in the current era, there has been a move toward gender-specific programming 

for delinquent youth (Walker, Muno, & Sullivan-Colglazier, 2015) because research has 

documented the unique risk experiences and pathways to crime for males and females (Zahn et 

al., 2010). Research also suggests that girls have different developmental processes (Gilligan, 

1993; Rose & Rudolph, 2006) and reactions to stress (Rose et al., 2004) than boys. This has 

implications for living unit staff in juvenile correctional facilities because they are charged with 

implementing policies designed to rehabilitate youth and are primarily responsible for treatment 

programming (Inderbitzin, 2007b). It is important to know more about the gendered beliefs of 

the individuals who are responsible for executing those programs if treatment is designed to meet 

the gender specific needs of boys and girls. 
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 Examining the perspectives of those who provide daily care for incarcerated youth is 

critical if we are to understand the messages these young people receive about themselves, 

particularly in regards to gender. Given that the primary goal of the juvenile justice system is to 

rehabilitate delinquent youth (Scott & Steinberg, 2008), helping them become successful, 

prosocial adults, the ways that the adults who are most responsible for facilitating this process 

conceptualize and talk about youth cannot help but affect the way they interact with and treat the 

young people they serve. These attitudes and beliefs are likely to impact what youth believe 

about members of their own gender category, as well as those of the other dominant group. 

While there is limited research that explores the perspectives of juvenile correctional staff about 

the youth they serve and the work they do (Abrams & Anderson-Nathe, 2012; Inderbitzin, 2006, 

2007b), none utilizes a gendered lens to specifically examine the ways staff view both male and 

female youth. 

The current study aims to fill this gap in the literature through a qualitative exploration of 

front-line staff perceptions of criminally-involved boys and girls. This research will analyze the 

content of in-depth interviews with juvenile correctional staff from both male and female 

facilities to answer the following research questions:  

1) How do front line staff describe incarcerated boys and girls?  

2) Do the perceptions of male and female youth vary by staff gender? 

3) Does a staff person’s experience working with only one gender, or with both genders, 

impact the way they describe youth? 

This study will examine differences in the ways boys and girls are described by both male and 

female staff, as well as whether staff who have only worked with one gender describe the other 
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gender differently than staff who have experience working with both boys and girls. Learning 

more about the viewpoints of correctional staff who work in juvenile justice facilities is 

important for understanding how gendered beliefs may be communicated to youth. The ways that 

front line staff perceive incarcerated youth will likely have an impact, either positive or negative, 

on the ways they interact with youth and how they implement treatment programming. 

Furthermore, the gendered beliefs of correctional staff about the youth they care for has the 

potential to impact the way these young people see themselves and others within a larger social 

framework that often includes rigid gender stereotypes.  

Literature Review 

Gender and Socialization 

 Social constructionism asserts that the social world is created through the actions of 

individuals and the subsequent interpretation of those actions (Howard & Hollander, 1997). The 

interactions between people in their daily lives are the very practices in which shared meaning is 

constructed (Burr, 2003). This holds true for gender, as well as other classification systems used 

to differentiate and explain human behavior (Weinberg, 2014). Gender is generally recognized as 

the culturally prescribed beliefs and assumptions about the behaviors and characteristics of 

people who identify with a certain sex category (Howard & Hollander, 1997; Ridgeway, 2011). 

Consequently, individuals behave in gendered ways because of socialization processes that make 

these seem like “natural” behaviors for someone who is male or female. The socially accepted 

cultural perspective maintains that there is a clear differentiation between masculine and 

feminine behaviors and attitudes (Brannon, 2011; West & Zimmerman, 1987). 
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 Social learning theory suggests that children observe the behavior of adults and other 

children and then imitate the behavior of both genders. The rewards and punishment children 

receive for behavior that is considered gendered reinforces their identification as either male or 

female as well as the adoption of a gendered repertoire of behavior (Bandura, 1977). Similarly, 

the social cognitive theory of gender development suggests that the process is influenced by the 

modeling of others in the immediate environment, including the media, enactive experiences that 

reinforce gendered behavior through the positive or negative reactions of others, and the direct 

instruction of gender-aligned behavior (Bussey & Bandura, 1999). Gender is both ascribed to 

individuals by those around them and achieved through the adoption of a gendered status in the 

social order (Ridgeway, 2011; West & Zimmerman, 1987). Once gender has been ascribed, 

society often holds individuals to rigid gendered expectations and norms (Brannon, 2011; 

Lorber, 1991).  

 Research on gender stereotypes finds that the specific traits that are considered socially 

desirable are clearly divided along gender lines; women are expected to have interpersonal 

sensitivity and to be sociable, modest, and concerned about others, while men are expected to 

demonstrate strength, self-reliance, assertiveness, and drive (Bem, 1993; Prentice & Carranza, 

2002). While there are clearly social expectations for behavior based on gender, it has been 

suggested that the moral and identity developmental processes are different for boys and girls in 

childhood and that these differences continue into adulthood, resulting in gender differences in 

the perception and interpretation of the social world (Gilligan, 1993). The definition of mutually 

exclusive gender scripts that guide behavior, and the reactions of others to individual behavior 

that either conforms to or deviates from expectations, serve two simultaneous social functions; 
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the creation of different social experiences for males and females and the communication of the 

importance of a male-female distinction (Bem, 1993; Ridgeway, 2011).  

Gender and Communication 

 Although gendered communication styles are thought to be socially constructed and 

reinforced, there are both similarities and differences in the ways males and females 

communicate (Mulac, 2006; Wood, 2009). It has been suggested that though there may be few 

differences in the internal experience of emotion, there are distinct gender differences in how it is 

displayed and communicated (Brannon, 2011). Feminine-style speech utilizes communication as 

a primary tool for establishing and maintaining personal relationships. Language, therefore, is 

specifically used to encourage connection, understanding, and support (Wood, 2009). This 

speech pattern is characterized by the use of probing questions to illicit information about the 

other person (Mulac, 2006) which serve to maintain the interaction (Wood, 2009). In addition, 

females have a wider range of emotional expression (Canary & Emmers-Sommer, 1997) and are 

more likely to use language that describes emotion (Mulac, 2006) and to express their emotions 

(Simon & Nath, 2004) than males. In response to sadness, women are more likely than men to 

seek social support (Guerrero, Jones, & Boburka, 2006). Furthermore, females are more negative 

and indirect in their expressions of anger (Canary & Emmers-Sommer, 1997) and more likely to 

engage in passive aggressive behavior to express anger (Guerrero et al., 2006).  

 Despite common stereotypes, in most contexts males talk more and for longer periods of 

time than females (Mulac, 2006). Masculine-style speech relies on conversation as a way to 

negotiate social position or to prove oneself (Wood, 2009). Males are more likely to use 

language that is direct, assertive, and succinct (Mulac, 2006). This style of speech involves the 
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tendency to avoid the disclosure of personal information that may imply weakness or 

vulnerability, as well as reduced verbal and nonverbal expressiveness of positive emotions 

relative to negative emotions (Saurer & Eisler, 1990). Men more often use indirect methods such 

as avoidance or distraction to express their emotions and are more likely to suppress feelings of 

fear than woman, which reduces the likelihood of fear expression and can contribute to an 

unwillingness to discuss feelings (Canary & Emmers-Sommer, 1997). Males are more likely to 

engage in distractions in response to sadness and to display anger through aggression (Guerrero 

et al., 2006).   

 In addition, many of these communication differences are evident in childhood and 

persist into adulthood. Among children, girls engage in more self-disclosure with peers (Rose & 

Rudolph, 2006) and their parents (Pennington & Turner, 2004) than males and this pattern 

continues in adolescence (Papini, Farmer, Clark, Micka, & Barnett, 1990). This is also true 

among adults, where women disclose more about themselves than men and often use self-

disclosure to enhance intimacy in relationships (Canary & Emmers-Sommer, 1997; Dindia & 

Allen, 1992). Even though research has documented similarities between the communication 

styles and emotional expression of males and females, the “differences paradigm” continues to 

be a salient social construct suggesting that inherent gender differences exist in these domains 

(Shields, 2013). 

Gender and Relationships 

There is also evidence to suggest that males and females often place different levels of 

priority on relationships (Gilligan, 1993) and engage in different strategies to create and maintain 

relationships (Canary & Wahba, 2006). These findings may be related to the fact that males and 
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females have been socialized to adopt different types of behavior based on the traditional 

division of labor (Chodorow, 1978). The role of women across the life course, more so than that 

of men, includes the development and maintenance of relationships. 

One study found that in peer relationships during childhood, girls were more likely to 

emphasize goals that promote connection (Rose & Rudolph, 2006). In the face of stress, girls 

expressed their emotions and actively sought support from friends more than their male 

counterparts. Boys, on the other hand, were more likely to emphasize self-interests and 

dominance in peer relationships (Rose & Rudolph, 2006). In addition, boys experienced more 

direct physical or verbal victimization at the hands of their peers than was true for girls. 

While both males and females have been found to engage in relationship maintenance 

behaviors, women engage in more sharing tasks and display more openness in their intimate 

relationships (Canary & Wahba, 2006). In personal relationships, women are more likely than 

men to express emotions and disclose personal experiences as well as opinions (Canary & 

Emmers-Sommer, 1997). This openness often defines female relationships and is utilized by 

women as a strategy to manage relationship problems that arise. In addition, women have been 

found to engage in significantly more emotional reliance on family and friends than men; across 

multiple cultures, women reported more willingness to solicit emotional support from their 

personal relationships (Ryan, La Guardia, Solky-Butzel, Chirkov, & Kim, 2005). 

Gender, Risk, and Crime 

Boys and girls face many of the same risk factors that increase their likelihood of 

delinquent behavior and involvement with the juvenile justice system (Fergusson & Horwood, 

2002), including mental health and substance use disorders (Teplin, Abram, McClelland, Dulcan, 
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& Mericle, 2002), delinquent peers (Belknap & Holsinger, 2006), parental criminality 

(Fergusson & Horwood, 2002), inadequate parenting (Perrone, Sullivan, Pratt, & Margaryan, 

2004), and child maltreatment (Belknap & Holsinger, 2006; Goodkind, Shook, Kim, Pohlig, & 

Herring, 2013; National Center for Juvenile Justice, 2014). However, there are some gender 

differences in the rates of childhood risk experiences. In addition, research indicates that males 

and females may have different cognitive and emotional reactions when faced with similar 

difficulties or trauma (Bokszczanin, 2007; Holbrook, Hoyt, Stein, & Sieber, 2002; Ullman & 

Filipas, 2005).  

Boys are more likely to be the victim of assault and to have witnessed violence in their 

communities while girls have higher rates of childhood maltreatment (National Center for 

Juvenile Justice, 2014). Compared to boys, incarcerated girls are significantly more likely to 

report having experienced desertion or abandonment by a parent (Belknap & Holsinger, 2006) as 

well as sexual victimization (National Center for Juvenile Justice, 2014). Criminally involved 

girls are significantly more likely than their male counterparts to have a psychiatric disorder, 

including higher odds of having depression or anxiety (Teplin et al., 2002). While the experience 

of multiple types of victimization occurs among both males and females involved in the juvenile 

justice system, the risk of poly-victimization is significantly higher for girls (Ford, Grasso, 

Hawke, & Chapman, 2013). Research with criminally involved girls finds that they often have 

cumulative experiences with adversity and pervasive violence in their homes and communities, 

as well as significant histories of personal loss (Morash, 2015; Ryder, Langley, & Brownstein, 

2009). 
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While there are many similarities in the characteristics and histories of criminally 

involved youth, research suggests that certain experiences distinguish pathways to delinquency 

for boys and girls (Bender, 2010). For example, the impact of delinquent peers on the 

relationship between childhood abuse and delinquency is stronger for boys than for girls 

(Bender, 2010). While personal victimization is a significant predictor of delinquency for both 

male and female youth, depression and risky behavior, such as not wearing a seat belt when 

driving or riding in a car, are significantly related to delinquency in girls but not boys (Daigle, 

Cullen, & Wright, 2007) and higher percentage of incarcerated girls than boys report that their 

abuse histories had an impact on their delinquent behavior (Belknap & Holsinger, 2006). Mental 

health problems are more significant in the link between abuse and the delinquent behavior of 

girls (Bender, 2010). In addition, the vast majority of youth involved in gang activity, a well-

documented correlate of crime, are boys (Huff, 2004). 

Adolescent boys have a higher offense rate than girls; longitudinal data indicates that 

girls generally offend at one-fifth to one-half the rate of boys (Fergusson & Horwood, 2002; 

Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention, 2015). Not only do boys commit more 

delinquent acts than girls, but a higher percentage of their delinquency is violent (Daigle et al., 

2007). The offense trajectories of males and females in adolescence also vary by gender. A 

significant majority of girls fall into the category of “low risk offenders” who have low rates of 

conduct issues in middle childhood and do not display antisocial tendencies but instead lapse into 

offending on occasion (Fergusson & Horwood, 2002). A higher percentage of boys than girls fall 

into other offense trajectory categories; one group generally has early conduct issues that persist 

throughout adolescence, while those in the other two groups have low rates of conduct problems 
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in middle childhood and offending rates increase in either middle (starting at age 13 and peaking 

at age 17 before declining) or late (abrupt increase at age 17 and declining at age 20) adolescence 

(Fergusson & Horwood, 2002). 

Gender and Perceptions of Criminally-Involved Individuals 

 Prior research that specifically examines the perspectives of criminal justice staff about 

criminally involved individuals notes striking differences in the ways males and females are 

described; this holds true for adults and adolescents alike. In one of the few studies specifically 

comparing adult correctional officer perceptions of both male and female inmates, Pollock 

(1986) found that staff described incarcerated women as emotional, demanding, moody, 

manipulative, temperamental, argumentative, excitable, and noisy. Incarcerated men were 

described as active, defensive, boastful, aggressive, and manipulative. There was less consensus 

among the staff on the adjectives used to describe male inmates; only 3 words to describe men 

were agreed upon by more than 60% of the officers, compared to 12 adjectives for women 

(Pollock, 1986). This may indicate a stronger gender stereotype for women than men. 

 The study found three major themes regarding perceived differences between male and 

female inmates (Pollock, 1986).  The first theme identified women as more defiant and willing to 

oppose the correctional officers. This theme included descriptive terms for women such as 

argumentative, hard to handle, demanding, and troublesome. The second theme described the 

emotionality of women or their tendency to verbalize and display emotion rather than keeping it 

hidden. The final theme characterized women as seeking more from their environment than men, 

including both material items and personal commodities, such as attention and friendship 

(Pollock, 1986). Interestingly, these themes contradict other research which suggests that males 
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often cope with stress through externalizing behavior while females are more likely to rely on 

internalizing behavior as a coping strategy (Eschenbeck, Kohlmann, & Lohaus, 2007; Maschi, 

Morgen, Bradley, & Hatcher, 2008)  

 Studies of workers in juvenile justice settings have found that they use many of the same 

terms to describe incarcerated youth as their counterparts in adult corrections. Across a variety of 

different types of juvenile justice staff, the personal characteristics and experiences of male and 

female youth were often described using very different terms (Baines & Alder, 1996; Bond-

Maupin et al., 2002; Gaarder et al., 2004; Mallicoat, 2007). Girls were often described as having 

negative characteristics, such as being uncooperative or manipulative, that boys did not (Bond-

Maupin et al., 2002). Other words used to describe girls included promiscuous and needy; girls 

were depicted as liars and criers who fabricated stories of abuse to manipulate the system 

(Gaarder et al., 2004). Boys were seen as more open and honest, while girls were considered 

more devious, emotional, and dramatic (Baines & Alder, 1996). Although one study found 

disagreement among staff about whether boys or girls were easier to work with (Bond-Maupin et 

al., 2002), there was consensus in the data collected for a number of other studies of juvenile 

justice staff that girls were more difficult (Baines & Alder, 1996; Gaarder et al., 2004; Kersten, 

1990).  

 In terms of the personal histories of youth, juvenile justice staff consistently suggested 

that girls had experienced more abuse at the hands of family members, especially sexual abuse 

(Bond-Maupin et al., 2002; Mallicoat, 2007). A study of probation officers found that nearly 

80% believed that most of the girls they served had histories of abuse or neglect (Gaarder et al., 

2004). Staff who had worked with both boys and girls suggested that the needs of boys were 
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easier to meet while those of girls were more complex due to the personal nature of their 

problems (Baines & Alder, 1996). 

While both boys and girls in the juvenile justice system have documented histories of 

child abuse and trauma, Mallicoat (2007) found that staff suggest the types vary by gender. The 

most common form of abuse experienced by boys, according to staff, was exposure to domestic 

violence in the parental relationship, while girls more often experienced physical and sexual 

abuse as well as severe neglect (Mallicoat, 2007). Staff indicated that issues in the youth-parent 

relationship existed for both boys and girls, but these problems were framed differently. Girls 

were described as suffering from parental abandonment issues and their guardians were 

considered ineffective parents. Conversely, parental deficiencies were described as benefiting 

boys because it allowed them to able to escape responsibility for their actions.  

Gender and Staff in Juvenile Corrections 

The unique role of correctional staff in a juvenile justice facility requires that they 

support rehabilitation while also enforcing security, making this role very different from other 

helping relationships involving youth and adults (such as client-therapist) (Noam & Fiore, 2004).  

Front line staff members are charged with protecting the public from the delinquent adolescents 

in their custody, but must also care for these youth during their confinement; the balance 

between these distinct tasks has been identified by staff as a challenge (Abrams & Anderson-

Nathe, 2012). In many ways, correctional staff act as surrogate parents who raise incarcerated 

young people while they serve their sentences (Inderbitzin, 2006). This role is critical for the 

rehabilitative mission of the juvenile justice system because the treatment goals within a youth 
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correctional facility must be met by the front-line staff who work with the young people on a 

daily basis (Inderbitzin, 2007b).  

For incarcerated youth, just like those living in the community, the significant adults in 

their lives impact developmental processes (Bronfenbrenner, 1979) and act as socializing agents 

who shape how young people see themselves (Arnett, 1995). Relationships and interactions with 

adults can affect the development of emotional and psychological capacities in adolescence, 

including self-esteem, motivation, and competence (Eccles et al., 1993; Masten & Coatsworth, 

1998). It has been suggested that in order to create opportunities for positive adolescent 

development within the juvenile justice system, the available adults must assess each young 

person’s strengths and weaknesses and actively support his or her developmental process 

(Schwartz, 2001).  

The interactions between staff and youth in a juvenile justice facility are an important 

aspect of both the maintenance of order (Nurse, 2010) and the reformation process (Feld, 1981). 

Front line staff not only influence youth experiences during their incarceration but also shape the 

treatment process (Abrams & Anderson-Nathe, 2012; Inderbitzin, 2006). The ideology of 

juvenile correctional staff has been found to impact the way they interact with youth, as well as 

the culture of the institution (Feld, 1981). Therefore, juvenile justice staff members are 

considered an important component of the “environment” within residential facilities that can 

facilitate positive youth development (State Youth Authority, 2013).  

A crucial component of staff beliefs about youth is in regards to gender. Given that front 

line staff are the primary socializing agents for youth, the ways staff perceive boys and girls and 

communicate those beliefs could impact how youth see themselves as well as those of the 
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opposite gender. Socialization has been defined as, “the process by which people acquire the 

behaviors and beliefs of the social world - that is, the culture - in which they live” (Arnett, 1995, 

p. 618). One part of the socialization process is gender role preparation and performance, where 

an adolescent learns the social expectations for someone of their gender. This process occurs 

through interaction with family members, peers, and social institutions. When young people are 

exposed to a variety of socialization influences in addition to family, such as peers, school, and 

community they are exposed to a wider variety of role models and ideas. This would suggest that 

in a total institution, such as a correctional facility, where there is limited access to a variety of 

different socializing agents, that young people are likely to be significantly influenced by the 

perspectives of front line staff and their gender role expectations.  

As the primary adult influences on incarcerated youth, it is likely that front line staff 

shape how incarcerated youth view themselves, and the opportunities they believe are available 

in their future lives (Chung et al., 2005; Inderbitzin, 2007a). The beliefs staff hold about youth, 

especially in regards to gender, and the way those beliefs are communicated may be part of the 

way that correctional staff impact how incarcerated young people view and appraise themselves. 

Due to the potential significance of juvenile correctional staff perceptions and beliefs about the 

gendered attributes of girls and boys on the self -appraisals of the youth they serve, this is an 

important area of inquiry. 

Data and Methods 

Study Design 

The state’s juvenile justice system and youth correctional facilities. States maintain 

most of the responsibility for the regulation of juvenile justice (Steinberg, 2009) and the 

definition of a juvenile for the application of justice policies is determined by each state (Barton, 
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2011). In the state where this study was conducted, a young person is considered a juvenile 

through the age of 17 (up to their 18th birthday); youth cannot be incarcerated before the age of 

12 and may be held in a juvenile facility up to the age of 25. There are six youth correctional 

facilities (YCF) for boys and one for girls in the state. The two largest facilities for boys are 

Hoover and Monroe (all facility and unit names are pseudonyms). At the time of data collection, 

there were seven living units at Hoover, which had 180 beds for youth; three intake units where 

youth transitioned to close custody and were assessed for ideal long-term placement, one that 

housed both younger boys with mental health needs and youth who had been “removed” from 

other units (usually older, behaviorally challenging youth), and three long term units. Of those 

three units, two housed youth with drug/alcohol offenses or substance abuse issues and one 

housed violent offenders. There were also seven living units at Monroe and it held approximately 

the same number of youth as Hoover. Two units were treatment-focused and designed for short-

term stays. The other five units provided long-term care for a variety of different populations; 

youth with mental health diagnoses, violent offenders, general population (most whom were sex 

offenders), and older youth who had demonstrated good behavior. 

There were only two living units at Madison YCF, the facility for girls, when data was 

collected. The facility has space for 75 youth. The populations of these two units were similar in 

most characteristics, except age. One unit housed all female offenders younger than 17 ½ years 

old and all girls older than 17 ½ were in the other unit. There were no treatment or programming 

differences between the two units, nor any differences in average length of stay for youth.  There 

is also a small transitional program at this facility and the girls in that program live together in a 

separate dorm. 



Chapter 2: STAFF PERCEPTIONS OF BOYS AND GIRLS  55 
 

 
 

 

Participants. This study focuses on living unit staff who developed sustained 

relationships with youth during longer stays in a youth correctional facility. For this reason, staff 

who worked on intake and short-term treatment units were not included in the sample. Staff who 

worked on units that housed a significant number of youth with a mental health diagnosis that 

requires treatment were also excluded because it is possible that these staff may attribute the 

delinquent behavior to mental health problem and, as such, hold different beliefs about 

adjudicated youth and the causes of delinquency than other living unit staff.  

To minimize staff differences by facility type, the sample was drawn from living unit 

staff who work at facilities that are most alike. For this reason, staff from Hoover and Monroe 

were included in the sample. These two institutions held the largest number of youth in the state 

and had the most long-term housing units. Staff from Madison YCF, the only female facility, 

were also included to examine whether there are differences in the beliefs of staff who work with 

boys versus those who work with girls.  

 In concordance with other studies (Inderbitzin, 2006; Marsh & Evans, 2009), the juvenile 

justice workers chosen for this study only included those who provided direct care to 

incarcerated youth and were responsible for both daily supervision and primary rehabilitation 

efforts. In this state, they are called “living unit staff.” The living unit staff members work one of 

three different shifts: day shift (6 or 7am - 2 or 3pm), swing shift (2 or 3pm - 10 or 11pm), and 

graveyard shift (overnight). Staff who work the graveyard shift, often a self-selected group, have 

very little interaction with youth and were not included in this study. Both day and swing shift 

staff members spend much of their time directly engaged with youth and were therefore the 

target population for this study. 
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Sample selection and data collection. This study was approved by the university’s 

Institutional Review Board, as well as the youth authority’s research department. In addition, the 

superintendent of each facility gave permission for staff to be interviewed during work hours. 

Before official recruitment, I attended staff meetings at each youth correctional facility. At those 

meetings, I provided a brief overview of the study, explained the interview process, and let the 

staff know that I would be spending a few days on each living unit. I also allowed time for any 

questions.  

For the convenience of the facility administration and staff, during data collection I 

visited each living unit for a period of three consecutive days in the spring of 2014. These visits 

always overlapped with the shift change when both day and swing shift staff were in the 

building. During my visits, I asked any staff who were on the unit whether they were willing to 

be interviewed. If a staff member agreed to participate, I took them to a private room to review 

the consent documents. If a potential participant declined to enroll in the study, I asked another 

staff person. Only one person declined to be interviewed, prior to a review of consent documents, 

and he indicated it was due to his work commitments. The interviews were conducted in a 

private room, away from other staff members and youth. All interviews were audiotaped with a 

digital recorder and lasted between 17 to 95 minutes. Each audiotaped interview was transcribed 

into a text document for analysis. 

 Roughly the same number of interviews was conducted at all three facilities. At each 

facility, an approximately representative percentage of male and female staff members was 

recruited in relation to the entire population of staff at that facility. Of the 18 interviews 

conducted at Monroe YCF, 15 (83%) were with male staff and 3 (17%) were with female staff. 
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At this facility, 86% of the staff members were men and 14% were women at the time of data 

collection. At Hoover YCF, the sample of 19 participants included 14 (74%) men and 5 (26%) 

women. The staff at this facility was 79% male and 21% female. Twenty-one interviews were 

conducted at Madison YCF, 12 (57%) with male staff and 9 (43%) with female staff. At this 

facility, 57% of the staff were men and 43% were women. Demographic characteristics about the 

staff included in the sample can be seen in Table 1. 

Table 1 

Sample Demographic Characteristics Number or Mean Percentage Range 

Gender    

• Male 41 71%  

• Female 17 29%  

Age (in years) 44.22   26-63 

Race/Ethnicity    

• White 42 73%  

• Hispanic 7 12%  

• Black 3 5%  

• Native American or Pacific Islander 6 10%  

Parental Status    

• No Children 10 17%  

• Has Children 48 83%  

Number of Years at Youth Authority 12.45   1-35 

Experience with Boys/Girls    

• Only Worked with Boys 12 21%  
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• Only Worked with Girls 2 3%  

• Worked with Both Boys and Girls 44 76%  

 

Methodological Foundation 

This study utilizes qualitative research methods, which are primarily concerned with 

interpretation and often focus on the context of individual lives (Schreier, 2012). Such research 

creates an emic account by describing the perspective of the participants using the words that 

have meaning for them (Snape & Spencer, 2003). Qualitative research is usually an inductive 

process that is largely driven by the data itself.  Study participants are viewed holistically, such 

that every aspect of an individual’s life occurs in relation to the other parts of his or her life. This 

framework allows a researcher to gain an in-depth understanding of each participant’s 

experiences and perspective (Schreier, 2012). 

This study relies on rich data about living unit staff in juvenile correctional facilities 

collected through in-depth interviews. Due to their ability to capture an individual’s point of 

view and the meaning he or she ascribes to thoughts, feelings, experiences, and objects, in-depth 

interviews are often used by qualitative researchers (Legard, Keegan, & Ward, 2003).  In an 

effort to pursue the same basic line of inquiry for each participant while also allowing for 

flexibility, a semi-structured interview protocol was utilized. The interview schedule for this 

study was designed to examine the participants’ motivations for doing juvenile justice work, 

their experiences working in a juvenile correctional facility, and their beliefs about the causes of 

delinquency and the rehabilitation of delinquent youth.  Its questions aimed to elicit descriptive 

responses about participants’ subjective experiences and feelings.  To accomplish this goal, I 
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began with the questions on the interview schedule and then utilized probing and follow-up 

questions to fully explore and understand the participants’ meaning (Legard et al., 2003).   

Analysis 

For this study, the content of verbal communication was analyzed; specifically, the 

answers that living unit staff gave to the questions on the interview schedule. Qualitative content 

analysis has been described as a way to “systematically describe the meaning” of verbal or 

written data (Schreier, 2012, p. 3) through the identification of patterns and themes (Berg, 2007). 

The final result of a qualitative content analysis is a summary of what is found in the data 

(Schreier, 2012). 

The goal of this study was to explore the beliefs and perceptions of juvenile justice 

workers about the youth they supervise in correctional facilities. To achieve this goal, staff 

responses to the interview questions were analyzed, looking for themes around perspectives on 

youth and their experiences working with youth. All interviews were conducted and transcribed 

by the primary author, which supported a full immersion in the data; this is the basis of an 

inductive research process and an important component of qualitative content analysis (Elo & 

Kyngäs, 2008).  A thematic analysis of the manifest content from the interview transcripts was 

conducted using NVivo software. This analysis began with an initial round of open coding, 

which was generally aligned by common responses to interview questions, to discover the 

concepts and ideas that were present in the transcribed interview data (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; 

Schreier, 2012). The data for this study were primarily drawn from staff responses to the 

following questions: What has been your experience working with girls and/or boys?; Do you 

prefer to work with girls or boys? Why?. 
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Next, a coding frame was created using primarily data-driven strategies (Schreier, 2012). 

During this process, two other members of the research team reviewed a de-identified sample of 

the data and identified themes related to the focus of this particular component of the study. The 

group then discussed the original coding frame and determined if it matched the themes that they 

identified. When there was any disagreement, a common theme was agreed upon. After the 

creation of a working set of codes, the data was reviewed to verify the reliability of the 

categories before the analysis (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008).  By systematically assigning segments 

from the transcribed interviews into the categories of the coding frame, a detailed description of 

the data emerged (Schreier, 2012). 

Limitations 

 Although probing questions were used to solicit information beyond the scope of main 

questions, in general topics were limited by the interview guide. The answers provided by 

participants may have been affected by the interviewer’s demeanor or responses, whether verbal 

or non-verbal, to their words or behavior. Given that staff were specifically asked to describe the 

differences between working with girls and boys, it is not surprising that their responses 

magnified differences and minimized similarities. People were likely inclined to present the best 

version of themselves and may not have been completely honest, especially in regards to their 

perceptions of youth. The personal characteristics of the interviewer, a white, well-educated, 

middle-aged woman, may have impacted the ways that staff members perceived the questions as 

well as their comfort in answering truthfully. 

Findings 

Descriptors of Incarcerated Boys and Girls 
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In their responses to the interview questions, juvenile correctional staff used significantly 

more words to describe girls than they did boys. Even though the sample included more staff 

who worked with boys, the comments about boys covered 23 pages of text (45 sources, 115 

comments), while those about girls were 38 pages (57 sources, 140 comments). Comparisons 

that mentioned both boys and girls were coded into both categories. Overall, staff opinions of 

girls were significantly stronger and more emphatic. In addition, the words used to describe girls 

were much more negative than those used to describe boys. 

Boys were described as macho, guarded, active, and quiet. In comparison to girls, such 

as, “boys are more…than girls,” they were characterized as more reserved, more outspoken, 

more boastful, more violent, more aggressive, tougher, more physical, calmer, and easier. Girls 

were described as moody, emotional, crazy, dramatic, mean, sneaky, nasty, filthy, unpredictable, 

mischievous, funny, loud, talkative, high maintenance, relational, needy, persistent, impulsive, 

and flirty. In comparison to boys, girls were characterized as more open, more conniving, more 

personable, more manipulative, more dangerous, more sexual, more spiteful, more social, and 

testier. The following words were used both to describe girls directly, and in comparison to boys: 

emotional, relational, needy, dramatic, mischievous, nasty. There was one staff who described 

girls as being “nicer” than boys, a rare instance of someone using a specifically positive (rather 

than neutral) descriptor for girls, and shared the following story that exemplified this attribute: 

When I first was working here, I was doing what we call one-on-ones and that’s a 

suicide watch and I was up in our observation area and there was a girl in each 

room and I was supervising one girl, on this one-on-one supervision, and she was 

really upset and the other girl next to her started singing to her. She was just 

singing her this song to make her feel better and I was thinking, gosh, at the boys’ 

place they would never do that. (Bart) 
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Although they were small in number (N = 2), staff who had only ever worked with girls 

did not have anything negative to say about boys. However, staff who had only worked with 

boys (N = 12) had some of the most negative perceptions of girls, based on what they had heard 

from others. Of these twelve staff members, nine were men. These staff heard stories about how 

difficult it is to work with girls, for various reasons. One male staff was told that working with 

girls was a “nightmare” (Mark). Another admitted he was “scared to death” by the prospect 

because he had been told that girls are “unpredictable” (Myers). The following quote highlights a 

number of the issues staff were concerned about in terms of working with girls, pointing out that 

this information came from various different types of staff in the facility. 

I’ve been told by doctors and nurses and everybody around, you don’t want to 

work with the girls. The reason being is that if they want to get you, they’ll get 

you, you know. Because they’ll flash a boob at you or they’ll do this or that or 

whatever. They can set you up if they want to get a harassment thing against you 

[...] And they’re moody and they’re this and that, always negative things…(Bill) 

 

Consequently, most staff who had only worked with boys explained that they were unwilling to 

work at the female facility under any circumstances. 

They could pay me tons and tons and tons of money and it would not happen. I 

could move to a facility that’s closer to my new house that’s all girls and that ain’t 

going to happen. (Jack) 

 

The one female staff who had never worked with girls, but was the mother of a daughter, said 

that she heard “stories” about girls from other staff. According to Alicia, these stories portrayed 

girls as “moody, crazy,” and “mischievous.”  However, she also stated that she would be willing 

to work at the girls’ facility. 

Interactions with Staff 
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As they talked about the youth in their care, front line staff identified a number of themes 

in regards to how incarcerated boys and girls interact with them. In the domains of 

communication, engagement, and conflicts with staff, it was suggested that young men and 

women behave in very different ways. Often, they were described as being nearly polar 

opposites. 

Communication. There were a number of consistent themes in terms of how staff 

described the communication styles of boys and girls. In general, boys were described as reticent 

to open up; “the boys are going to be more reserved, keep a lot more things to themselves” 

(Luke). Staff suggested that boys are “kind of quiet” and “don’t like to talk” (Davina), especially 

compared to girls. One mentioned that, “it’s like pulling teeth to try to get them to talk to you.” 

(Genevieve). It was noted that this communication style may be related to social norms around 

masculinity, such as in the following quote: 

Guys are more restricted because they have this macho ego thing that they work 

on, you know, and they can’t, they don’t want, they don’t want to let their feelings 

be touched a lot. So, they’re more reserved when they talk to you. (Bob) 

 

Staff mentioned that this reticence to open up can make it more difficult to treatment work with 

boys, especially when the primary modality is group talk therapy. One noted that “with boys 

you’re fighting with one hand behind your back because you’ve really got to dig in deep” 

(Commander). Another said the following about boys: “they’re not as conducive to treatment as 

girls are because they don’t really care to talk, they don’t want to talk about their feelings, they 

don’t want to talk about their past…” (Susan). 

 At the same time, a few staff staff did say that boys will sometimes share their thoughts 

and feelings; “there’s been quite a few experiences with guys that they’re not afraid to talk about 
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their personal issues and deep down secrets either” (Brutus). In addition, boys were described as 

being more communicative in a group setting, where they will exaggerate stories and “brag about 

things they’ve done because it makes them look even bigger to their buddies and friends in the 

group” (Bob). Perhaps not surprisingly, staff suggested that boys are more willing to talk about 

difficult or personal things in private than in a group. 

Boys are individual learners and when you put them in a group they’re trying to 

figure out who’s the tough guy in the group and they’re always feeding off of 

each other, screwing around or doing whatever else. Where if you are more one-

on-one with the kids, they are more willing to open up, talk about family stuff, 

interpersonal things and just kind of let their guard down. (Brady) 

 

Girls, on the other hand, were described as being open and eager to talk. It was suggested 

that girls “want to open up, they want to talk” (Genevieve), so they willingly share their thoughts 

and personal experiences. Staff said that “girls will tell you anything” (Greg) and that when 

working with girls, “you know everything” (Larry). They noted that girls are more expressive 

about their emotions and share them more readily than boys; “They wear their heart on their 

sleeve more, they are more emotional, they’ll talk about it more than guys will” (Kingston).  

At the same time, girls were described as “really loud and talkative” (Davina). Staff suggested 

that it can be “hard to tell them to be quiet” (Juntal) or to get them to stop talking. Girls were 

perceived as much more persistent about talking to staff and staff noted that even when they 

“have to get up and walk away” that girls will “follow you and talk” (Genevieve). 

Like with the boys, the communication style of girls was seen as having an effect on their 

treatment programming while incarcerated. However, in this case the opposite was true. With 

girls, staff suggested “you can get a little further in treatment” (Jessie) because of their 

willingness to talk and openly share their experiences and feelings; “girls would go there with 
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you, they would allow you to help them, guide them” (Lisa). This is especially important for 

group talk therapy, which is the primary treatment modality in youth correctional facilities.  

Girls love to do groups, they love to talk and that’s what I like to do. It’s really 

been hard for me to make the change in doing treatment-related type work with 

boys and I’m still struggling with it because girls are so easy to kind of get talking 

and they go straight to the heart, they go straight to the emotional piece of it and 

guys, it’s so hard to get there with them. So, that’s what I liked about it is that you 

could really do some deep, deep work with them. (Bambie) 

 

Engagement with staff. Boys were described as not very engaged with staff and one 

noted, “they don’t really interact with me that much, they’re kind of quiet, they don’t like to talk, 

they don’t like to check in” (Davina). It was suggested that boys “actually want to have very 

little to do with staff” (Genevieve) and that they don’t seek staff attention. Staff mentioned that 

boys don’t try to create personal relationships with them and felt that staff-youth relationships 

were “just not important” to boys (Greg). However, these observations came much more often 

from staff who worked with girls and could reflect a personal bias in favor of the more relational 

style of young women. 

This is not to say that the boys never initiated interactions or conversations with staff. In 

fact, there were a few staff who worked with boys who said that young men do engage with and 

want to talk with them; “Sometimes they just want to come back here and sit and talk. Talk about 

their kids, talk about their family, talk about their job, just have a little one-on-one” (Mary). 

However, these were mostly female staff and the majority occupied higher level supervisory or 

treatment-focused positions within the unit. In addition, some staff who worked with boys talked 

about building relationships with specific youth and the fact that boys sometimes call back to 

touch base with staff after they have left the facility, as in the following quote: “We’ve had guys 

that have left here and still call and check up and see and tell us how they’re doing. Why? 
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Because we had that good rapport with them” (Alicia). However, staff did not suggest that these 

types of relationships were the norm for male youth. 

In contrast, girls were described as engaging with staff willingly and purposefully 

creating relationships with staff. One staff member felt that “the relationship with the girls means 

something to them, it’s important to them and they put a higher priority on it” than boys (Greg). 

Girls openly express a desire to spend time with staff and talk to them; “They’re just always 

wanting to talk to you and be around you” (Davina). Staff noted that girls will specifically seek 

them out, as in the following quote: “I had one girl as I walked in today, she came up, ran over, 

gave me a big hug, I need to talk to you and I mean that’s how it is every day” (Genevieve). 

When staff members take time off from work, girls miss their presence on the unit and will greet 

them enthusiastically upon their return; “I can go off for a week and come back and the girls will 

just go, oh, we missed you, oh, my gosh, this is what happened, this is what happened” (Larry). 

In fact, staff explained that the girls often become very attached to them and one staff member 

recounted a story of girls switching to a new facility, saying “they were just falling apart because 

they’re leaving their staff” (Rick). It was also noted that “some of these girls get protective of 

their staff if another kid’s messing with a staff” (Juan). Staff felt that the relationships between 

staff and girls are genuinely meaningful and last long after the girls leave the facility, as 

exemplified by the following quote: “I mean, they really care about you, they’ll call back for 

months and months just to say, man, thanks for helping me with that math test, after they leave 

or something” (Jay).  

Conflicts with staff. When staff members have to tell youth what to do or explain the 

consequences of certain behavior, boys were described as being able to handle a direct 
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communication style without taking things personally; “a directive was just a directive to them, 

guys didn’t try to figure out if it was because you hated them or not. You know, they just did the 

directive” (Roger). One staff member who worked with boys explained specifically how he 

would let youth know where they could improve. 

I’m not Captain Sensitivity, so I’m pretty straightforward with these guys about 

stuff, […] if I feel like this is what the issue is, I’m going to tell you that’s what 

the issue is, here’s why you’re having a hard time because you’re thinking this. 

(LeBron)  

 

He then went on to explain that he appreciated being able to communicate so directly with boys 

because, in his experience with girls, he would “have to deal with the backup after our 

conversation” (LeBron). 

In cases of extreme misbehavior, staff sometimes “take down” a youth to temporarily 

subdue them. This involves physically holding the youth down for a period of time until the 

young person is willing to comply with the staff member’s request. During a take-down 

situation, staff noted that a boy will generally give up and stop fighting once the staff has him on 

the ground.  

But the guys, the guys just didn’t fight as much and it was, once you got them 

down, they were like, all right, put the cuffs on me asshole, or whatever, and they 

put their hands up. (Jay) 

 

Consequently, it was suggested that “takedowns were easier” with boys than girls because, “once 

you got a guy down, he stayed down” (Roger). In addition, the intensity of the take-down 

situation is over fairly quickly with boys. 

In terms of, like, there’s where you deal with a crisis situation, when somebody’s 

really angry. With a guy, he will, his adrenaline spike will peak, he’ll be able to 

maintain that for, at best, 15 minutes, and he’ll come back down. […] And, yeah, 

if you have to go into a full on, out of control, blowout, restraint situation, in 15 

minutes a guy’s done. (Daniel)  



Chapter 2: STAFF PERCEPTIONS OF BOYS AND GIRLS  68 
 

 
 

 

 

When staff have to discipline a boy, especially with a physical take-down, they noted that a boy 

doesn’t take it personally or stay mad at the staff person for a long period of time.  

The males are a little easier because if you go hands on and you have to take one 

down or, you know, correct their behavior, normally the next day or a couple of 

days after that they are fine, they are back talking to you. (Chet) 

 

Girls’ conflicts with staff were described very differently.  It was suggested that when 

girls are disciplined by staff, “they put up a stronger fight than most males” (Ben) and take 

longer to subdue; “With a girl, her adrenaline will peak up here, drop a little bit, and maintain for 

about three hours. […] A girl, two hours later she’s still trying to get a pinky loose to scratch 

you” (Daniel). Staff noted that girls’ emotions escalate during a take-down and one said, “once 

you get a girl down that’s when the fight really starts, spitting, biting, scratching” (Roger). The 

forceful resistance of girls to being physically restrained was connected to their risk experiences 

by a few staff, as in the following quote: 

Once you get the girl on the ground, that’s when it really starts, that’s when the 

struggle starts. Which kind of speaks to most of them being abused and the 

natural reaction for a girl is to struggle when she’s being restrained. (Jay) 

 

Staff also suggested that, “the girls hold onto a little bit more of a grudge” (Chet) when staff 

reprimand them or have to do a physical take-down. Consequently, it takes a long time for girls 

to get over this conflict in the staff-youth relationship. 

There was a significant amount of concern among male staff, primarily those who 

worked in boys’ facilities, about the potential for girls to use sexual manipulation to target staff 

by falsely reporting inappropriate conduct. It was suggested that girls are aware of their ability to 

hurt staff by making false accusations; “they feel like they can set up the male staff more, just 

based on things that they do and say, oh staff, staff was watching, or staff was doing this” 
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(David). Male staff were concerned that even when girls behaved inappropriately towards them, 

it was staff behavior that was likely to be scrutinized; “it wasn’t uncommon for girls to be 

flashing themselves and doing silly stuff, but you’re always up for discretion” (Bugs). While not 

necessarily the result of deliberate manipulation, the accusation of having “inappropriate 

relationships” with girls was sometimes the result of girls taking “your kindness and the things 

that you do for them a little bit too far” (Luke). Male staff suggested that this very real threat 

affected their interactions with girls, causing them to be more “cautious” and “guarded” than 

they were when working with boys. This dynamic was identified as a primary reason many male 

staff were not willing to work in the girls’ facility, because “there’s so much that you can get in 

trouble for as a guy working with females” (George). 

While the issue of sexual manipulation of staff by youth was mainly mentioned in terms 

of girls, there were a few staff (all male) who admitted that these types of accusations could 

happen when working in a boys’ facility. However, it was clearly seen as a minimal concern 

when working with boys; “With guys, I’m not saying it couldn’t happen but it’s just not as much 

of a threat I think” (Brutus). Although the potential for allegations existed for staff who worked 

with boys, it did not present the same kind of challenge as it did when working with girls. 

I’m not saying that that never happens with the guys here, it can happen at times, 

but that’s one of the main things that kind of is going through my mind every time 

I think about working with girls is the accusations basically. (John) 

 

Notably, not a single female staff member working in any facility mentioned sexual 

manipulation, by either boys or girls, as a concern. 

Conflicts with Peers 
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Although the interview protocol did not ask about youth conflicts with other youth, this 

was apparently a salient issue for staff as it was a prominent theme in their perspectives on the 

differences between boys and girls. Perhaps this is not surprising, given that the majority of staff 

members identified “safety and security” as their primary job responsibility. When probed 

further about what this meant, staff talked about keeping the facility secure and both youth and 

staff safe while they were in the institution. It makes sense that conflicts between youth were 

particularly noticeable to staff members because they are responsible for keeping youth from 

being hurt and hurting others. As with previous comparisons in other domains, boys and girls 

were described as being the opposite in regards to their conflicts with peers. 

In terms of fighting with other youth, staff explained that they can tell when there is 

discord between boys. The boys are open about their conflict and staff know that they are likely 

to start physically fighting soon; “These guys, if they’re going to fight, you’re going to see it 

coming, they’re going to stand up and they’re going to square off” (Myers). When there is 

tension or conflict between two boys, “boys just get straight into it” (Ella) and quickly escalate to 

physical violence; “if there’s a beef between them, … they’re going to get it out right now, 

today” (Daniel). These fights between boys are often violent. One staff member suggested that 

“males are more aggressive with their issues, their conflicts” than girls (Elijah), while another 

offered the following perspective of young men: “I think they are more physical, you know, as 

far as their relationships toward each other, it’s the way society programs them about what’s 

acceptable” (Tessa). However, staff noted that when boys have conflict they generally get over 

their anger quickly and remain friends; “The boys, they can be so angry with one another one 
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day and the next day they are playing cards and having a good time together. They’ve forgotten 

it, they’ve been laughing about whatever incident it was” (Ginger) 

In many ways, girls were described in a completely opposite way when it comes to 

conflicts with peers. Staff said that “the girls are a lot more patient and dangerous” (Daniel) 

when they are angry, suggesting it can be hard for staff to see a fight coming or to recognize that 

there is even any tension between girls because they are often quiet about it.  

I didn’t like the fact that they would go postal every once in a while. I mean, like 

sit down in front of their girlfriend and say hi, how are you doing today? In the 

morning, when we were eating breakfast, getting ready to go out. And then, the 

next thing you know, they’re fighting. (Thomas) 

 

Staff noted that girls in conflict will often fight in a way that doesn’t involve any physical 

interaction and that young women take time to build to the point of physically fighting. One staff 

said that work with girls required “constantly having to keep an eye out on these 2 because there 

might be a fight within the next month because somebody liked somebody’s boyfriend” (Susan). 

This style of conflict was considered to be a reflection of the more emotional nature of females. 

But, it’s just the emotional things that go on, the guys won’t pick and pick and 

pick at each other like the girls will when they get mad at each other for 

something. The guys will just jump on each other and it’ll be done and over, but 

the girls make snide remarks and […] they continue, it’s little bits and pieces of 

picking at each other. (Robin) 

 

Staff also explained that when girls have conflict, they hold on to the anger long after the 

altercation is over; “Girls hold onto things. Boys will just fight and then they’re best friends 

again. Girls, no, they hold on, they remember that one time that you did them wrong and they 

hold that forever” (Julie). 

Discussion 
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The main purpose of this study was to examine the ways that front line juvenile 

correctional staff describe incarcerated boys and girls. The interview data illuminated some 

notable differences in the descriptors staff used for young women and men. In general, staff had 

stronger opinions of girls and this was reflected in both the amount and type of words used to 

describe them. Overall, more words were used to describe girls and those words were 

significantly more negative than the words used to describe boys.  

The ways that front-line staff talked about the boys and girls in their care was perhaps not 

surprising considering that these findings confirm the results of previous studies with staff in the 

juvenile justice system where girls were often described using negative adjectives, especially in 

comparison to boys (Baines & Alder, 1996; Gaarder et al., 2004; Lanctôt et al., 2012). In 

addition, staff working in adult corrections used some of the exact same words to describe male 

and female inmates (Pollock, 1984, 1986). Furthermore, the higher number of words used to 

describe girls in the current study mirrors the findings of Pollock’s (1984) research with 

correctional officers in the adult system and potentially indicates a stronger gender stereotype 

about females. 

A consistent theme among staff was that boys are easier than girls, a perspective that was 

shared by those who worked with boys as well as those who worked with girls. This finding is 

consistent with prior research on perceptions of juvenile justice staff, who indicated that girls 

require more from staff and are more difficult (Baines & Alder, 1996; Gaarder et al., 2004; 

Kersten, 1990; Lanctôt et al., 2012). However, a few staff in this study who worked at the girls’ 

facility indicated that they preferred working with girls even while acknowledging that the job is 

more demanding. One suggested that “the boys are easier to structure through the day” and with 
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girls, “it’s like herding cats,” but that working with girls was “more rewarding at the end of the 

day” (Greg). Many of the staff who worked with girls said that they wouldn’t want to go work at 

a boy’s facility, as in the following example: 

Boys were so easy, they were so easy to work with, it kind of got boring. And not 

nearly as personable, the walls were up with the boys much more than the girls. 

With the girls you know everything […] Now, I wouldn’t work with anything but 

the girls. (Larry) 

 

The staff interviewed for this study described boys as reserved and reticent to share 

thoughts and feelings. This finding is consistent with prior research, where correctional officers 

noted that adult male inmates often suppressed their emotions behind a “tough guy” façade 

(Pollock, 1984). Staff in this study believed that boys’ hesitation to open up made it more 

difficult to make progress with them in the traditional treatment modality of talk therapy. Prior 

qualitative research in a male youth correctional facility noted that displays of emotion were 

closely monitored by staff; youth received mixed messages whereby honest expression was 

encouraged as a part of the therapeutic model while negative emotions such as anger were not 

tolerated (Abrams & Anderson-Nathe, 2012).  

The state’s policy brief regarding the treatment modalities employed in the juvenile 

justice system describes using the following approaches, among others, to “engage and treat 

youth:” Cognitive Behavioral Therapy, Collaborative Problem-Solving, and Dialectical Behavior 

Therapy (State Youth Authority, 2013). These treatment methods involve talking to youth about 

their thoughts and behaviors, then challenging negative beliefs and supporting the development 

of positive behaviors. If juvenile justice staff, such as those interviewed for this study, view boys 

as easier because they are less likely to express emotions, it seems potentially problematic to 

suggest that rehabilitation requires the very thing that front line staff members prefer the young 
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men in their care not do, unless in a controlled and “appropriate” way (Abrams & Anderson-

Nathe, 2012). 

Girls, on the other hand, were described as eager to talk. Staff said that young women 

enjoy sharing their experiences and feelings, findings that are consistent with previous studies of 

both juvenile (Gaarder et al., 2004) and adult (Pollock, 1986) criminal justice staff. Staff in the 

current study suggested that the open communication style of girls makes them more conducive 

to treatment, which is not surprising given the types of treatment instituted by the state’s juvenile 

justice system. This anecdotal evidence is supported by research evaluating the effectiveness of 

gender responsive programs that were administered to both boys and girls which included daily 

meetings focused on discussions with peers and staff about their feelings and behavior (Day, 

Zahn, & Tichavsky, 2015). Day et al. (2015) found that this type of programming reduced 

recidivism, the study’s measure of effectiveness, for girls with histories of trauma, drug/alcohol 

abuse, and mental health issues, but was not effective for girls without those risk factors or for 

boys. 

Incarcerated boys and girls were also described as having very different types of 

relationships with staff. Many staff felt that boys do not seem interested in trying to create 

relationships with them; they indicated that boys in general do not initiate engagement or seek 

attention from staff. Girls were described in the opposite way, as very eager to engage with staff 

and attention-seeking. Perhaps it is not surprising that girls make more of an effort to connect 

with staff as it may be a gendered way for them to cope with the difficulties of confinement. In a 

previous study, one juvenile probation officer suggested that, “Girls get their needs met through 

attention, through their relationships with people” (Gaarder et al., 2004, p. 557).  
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In regards to fights with peers, staff suggested that boys are open about their conflict, that 

they can see a fight between two boys coming before it occurs, and that boys are quick to move 

past the anger once the fight is over. Prior research with adult correctional officers included the 

suggestion that male inmates cope with emotion by acting out physically, either with other 

people or objects (Pollock, 1984). It may be more socially acceptable for boys to express their 

emotional through externalizing behavior than open displays of emotion (Brannon, 2011), 

especially in such a gendered setting as a sex-segregated correctional institution. 

This is nearly the polar opposite of how staff described girls in terms of conflict between 

peers. Staff noted that they often can’t tell there is any tension between girls before a fight 

erupts. Gender stereotypes about aggression suggest that women are more likely to act out with 

violence suddenly and emotionally (Howard & Hollander, 1997). In addition, research with 

correctional officers found that they described female inmates as more unpredictable and 

impulsive than males (Pollock, 1986). Juvenile correctional staff in this study noted that it takes 

more time for girls to resort to a physical fight or that they resolve their conflict through other 

non-physical means. This difference in the way staff described conflict between peers for boys 

and girls was consistent with prior research on incarcerated youth which found that boys more 

often resorted to physical aggression when in conflict than was true for girls (Kersten, 1990).  

These findings are perhaps not so surprising given the social construction of gender 

expectations, as well as noted developmental differences for males and females in our society. It 

has been suggested that men’s definition of self is often tied to personal achievement, while for 

women personal identity is tied to involvement with others; from childhood into adulthood, 

relationships are a primary focus of attention for females in our culture (Gilligan, 1993).  
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(Chodorow, 1978) suggested that the social orientation of men is based on their position within 

the group while that of women is centered around personal relationships to others in the group. 

Therefore, the expression of masculinity involves a denial of dependence on others and rigid 

displays of differentiation. Femininity, on the other hand, is expressed through embeddedness in 

relationships. These gendered social orientations may explain why staff suggested that girls are 

more motivated to create and maintain relationships with them, even after the girls leave the 

facility. 

Socially constructed notions of “emphasized femininity” and “hegemonic masculinity” 

(Connell, 1987) suggest that there are expectations for appropriate male and female behavior. 

For example, women are believed to be more emotional than men and physical violence is more 

acceptable for men than women. In our society, there is more negative stigma attached to males 

who cross gender boundaries and act in typically feminine ways than is true for gender-

boundary-crossing females (Bem, 1993). This may be related to the fact that staff described 

incarcerated boys as being resistant to letting down their guard and opening up emotionally, as 

well as quicker to engage in physical alterations when there is conflict between peers. Boys 

likely face significant pressure to engage in gender appropriate ways, especially when living in 

an institution that houses only boys and where the majority of staff are male. 

However, there are often contradictory expectations of gender-appropriate behavior 

(Connell, 1987), especially for females in the justice system (Baines & Alder, 1996). Even 

though women are expected to be emotional, displays of emotion are often seen as problematic 

for girls and women in the criminal justice setting (Kersten, 1990; Pollock, 1984). The fact that 

girls were described by the staff interviewed for this study as more difficult than boys could 
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reflect a process whereby boy behavior is situated as the norm and girls are judged harshly in 

comparison (Baines & Alder, 1996). The entrenched social expectation that “boys will be boys” 

suggests that aggressive or antisocial behavior is more acceptable for adolescent boys (Brannon, 

2011). Therefore, boys who commit crime are acting in accordance with social expectations for 

their gender role. But girls are expected to behave differently (i.e., be agreeable, quiet, avoid risk 

taking, etc.). Consequently, girls who engage in crime and become incarcerated are seriously 

breaking with social gender role expectations and may thus be viewed more negatively. 

This study also set out to explore whether the perceptions of male and female youth 

varied by staff gender. Overall, there were very few differences in the perceptions of incarcerated 

youth between male and female staff members. The one striking example was in regards to staff 

concerns about being “set up” by youth through allegations of inappropriate conduct. There was 

a very strong sentiment of concern from male staff about accusations of sexual misconduct from 

incarcerated girls. This echoes prior qualitative research with correctional officers, who also 

suggested that female inmates use this type of manipulation with male staff (Pollock, 1986). 

These findings are interesting in light of the fact that between 2007 and 2012 nearly 70% of the 

victims of staff-on-youth sexual victimization were boys and almost 55% of perpetrators were 

female staff (Beck & Rantala, 2016). This indicates that, in fact, female staff working with boys 

are more likely to commit sexual misconduct than male staff working with girls. However, not a 

single female staff member interviewed for this study indicated concern about allegations of 

inappropriate contact on the part of either male or female youth. Furthermore, within the state, 

there were two reports of staff-to-youth sexual misconduct at Hoover, one at Monroe, and one at 

Madison in 2013, none of which were substantiated (State Youth Authority, 2015). Therefore, 
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the concerns of male staff that they are more likely to be unfairly accused of sexual misconduct 

by female youth, and potentially punished based on those accusations, are not validated by 

research at the state or national level. 

An important component of the gender lens utilized in this study was the examination of 

whether experience working with both boys and girls led to different staff perceptions of youth 

than only having worked with one gender. An experiential difference in the way staff described 

youth was only apparent in one domain; descriptors of girls. Front line staff who had only ever 

worked with boys, most of whom were men, had some of the most negative perceptions of girls. 

This finding contradicts previous research with staff working in residential centers for 

criminally-involved youth in Canada, which found that those who had experience working with 

youth of both genders provided harsher descriptions of girls than those who had only worked 

with one gender (Lanctôt et al., 2012). The staff in this study who had never worked in a female 

facility based their perceptions of girls on the stories they heard from other staff, as well as their 

own life experiences with females outside of their correctional work. While the experience of 

working with both genders was not related to any other aspects of staff perceptions, there was a 

notably more positive view of incarcerated young women among those who worked with girls at 

the time of the study. This could be due to a self-selection effect, whereby staff who preferred 

the attributes and relational style of girls chose to work in the female facility, or the choice to 

embrace a positive appraisal of girls for those who worked in that facility for personal reasons 

(such as distance to their home or schedule options). 

Implications 
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 The findings of this study point to the fact that boys and girls behave very differently 

while incarcerated at youth correctional facilities, at least from the viewpoint of the front line 

staff who care for them on a daily basis. Given the movement toward gender responsive juvenile 

justice programming that is designed to meet the unique needs of criminally involved boys and 

girls (Day et al., 2015; Matthews & Hubbard, 2008; Zahn, Day, Mihalic, & Tichavsky, 2009), it 

seems important that the experiences of staff about the unique attributes and behaviors of young 

men and women be considered when these programs are developed. Perhaps some of the most 

striking differences noted by staff, in terms of their relation to treatment programming, have to 

do with communication styles and relationship building behaviors.  

The traditional talk-therapy treatment models that are often utilized with both boys and 

girls seem more well-suited for the stereotypical feminine style of communication that values 

emotional expression (Simon & Nath, 2004) and self-disclosure (Rose & Rudolph, 2006) than 

the more direct and assertive masculine style (Mulac, 2006) that avoids self- disclosure if it may 

imply weakness or vulnerability (Saurer & Eisler, 1990). In addition, the emphasis on 

relationship-building within the Positive Youth Development model that is often employed in the 

juvenile justice system (Schwartz, 2001; State Youth Authority, 2013), may serve girls better 

than boys due to their increased emotional reliance on close relationships (Ryan et al., 2005) and 

their active solicitation of social support during times of stress or distress (Guerrero et al., 2006; 

Rose & Rudolph, 2006). While the attention to girls’ unique risk experiences and treatment 

needs is much-needed, it is important that this focus not neglect the ways that boys may be best 

served by the juvenile justice system. 



Chapter 2: STAFF PERCEPTIONS OF BOYS AND GIRLS  80 
 

 
 

 

Staff perceptions about the ways girls respond to being physically restrained have 

implications for how staff handle misbehavior with youth. When a juvenile justice system’s care 

model includes principles of Trauma Informed Care (TIC), as does the state where this study was 

conducted (State Youth Authority, 2013), there is an implicit acknowledgement that the past 

trauma experiences of youth impact their emotional and behavioral responses to new stimuli 

(Bath, 2008). A core component of TIC is the creation of a safe environment for youth where 

they can begin the healing process. The challenging behaviors that traumatized youth often 

exhibit can prompt controlling and punitive responses from the adults who care for them (Bath, 

2008), which in turn may create an environment that feels unsafe to those young people (Anglin, 

2002). It has been suggested that a primary focus of adults who care for trauma-affected youth 

should be the management of emotional pain, and its corresponding behaviors, without the use of 

disciplinary actions that may inflict secondary pain or trauma (Anglin, 2002). The findings of 

this study suggest that more can be done to implement policies that are designed with the unique 

risk experiences of youth in mind and the minimization of potentially fear-inducing or traumatic 

disciplinary situations. For girls, and boys, who have experienced abuse at the hands of someone 

more powerful who potentially utilized physical restraint, the experience of being held down by 

staff may be particularly traumatizing. 

It has been suggested that “gender-responsive reform is a critical element of juvenile 

justice best practice” (Walker et al., 2015, p.761). The results of this study highlight the need to 

consider the perspectives of front line staff, who provide daily care and treatment programming 

for incarcerated youth, as a critical part of the reform process. Not only do these staff members 

have direct experience working with adjudicated youth, which is valuable for the consideration 
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of how gender-responsive program will actually be implemented, but they also have a significant 

impact on the youth in their care. Staff perspectives on and beliefs about the young men and 

women who become incarcerated not only impact how front line staff interact with youth, but 

may also impact how young people feel about themselves and the opportunities they see for their 

future lives. Future research should explore the perspectives and experiences of incarcerated 

youth to learn more about the way staff beliefs and behaviors impact young people. Combined, 

the voices of staff and youth have the potential to inform juvenile justice policies so that they can 

best meet the needs of both incarcerated boys and girls. 
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 Qualitative accounts of life inside juvenile correctional facilities show these closed 

institutions to have complex cultures that intertwine both care and control (Abrams & Anderson-

Nathe, 2012; Abrams, Kim, & Anderson-Nathe, 2005; Hussemann & Page, 2011; Inderbitzin, 

2006, 2007). Front line correctional staff play a unique and pivotal role in the lives of 

incarcerated youth; this job requires staff members to supervise youth during their confinement 

while simultaneously promoting rehabilitation through their ongoing interactions with the young 

people they serve (Inderbitzin, 2007). It has been suggested that, in many ways, living unit staff 

play a parent-like role because they provide daily care for the young people who are serving their 

sentences (Inderbitzin, 2006). In addition, some argue that staff members must act as a “devoted 

parent” to the incarcerated youth in order to support optimal adolescent development within 

youth correctional facilties (Schwartz, 2001). Consequently, the relationships between front line 

staff and youth are often considered to be the foundation of juvenile justice treatment 

programming (Abrams & Anderson-Nathe, 2012).  However, it is not clear whether correctional 

staff see themselves as occupying a surrogate parent role in the lives of incarcerated youth. 

To fully understand the complexities that exist within the juvenile justice system, 

including its culture and modes of treatment, it is crucial to examine the perspectives of front line 

staff who are responsible for the daily care of youth. The actual work performed in a juvenile 

correctional facility may not be anything like that described in criminal justice textbooks or 

journal articles; the realities of what occurs within a total institution such as a prison are only 

known by those on the inside (Goffman, 1961). It is also important to document and analyze the 

culture within these facilities to understand whether, and how, staff in residential programs for 

at-risk youth achieve rehabilitation goals (Hogan, Lambert, Hepburn, Burton, & Cullen, 2005). 
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In both youth and adult facilities, it can be argued that “the fabric of life within the correctional 

system is shaped intimately, and daily, by the system’s employees” (Cullen, Lutze, Link, & 

Wolfe, 1989, p. 33). Therefore, it is imperative to gather the perspectives of these individuals 

about the nature and purpose of their work to better understand how the treatment goals of a 

correctional facility are brought to life.  

It is especially important to consider the perspectives of staff in juvenile correctional 

facilities because the culture and goals are significantly different than those in adult facilities 

(Scott & Steinberg, 2008). Developmental science suggests that adolescents are malleable in a 

way adults are not (Steinberg, 2009) and the juvenile justice system is based on the foundational 

belief that rehabilitation is possible with youth (Scott & Steinberg, 2008). Given this focus on 

young people as developmentally unfinished individuals who can be crafted and molded into 

prosocial, law abiding adults (Steinberg, 2009), it crucial to look to the staff in youth facilities 

for more information about how they perform the task of transforming delinquent youth 

(Gordon, 1999). Although there has been limited research that specifically examines the attitudes 

and perspectives of juvenile correctional staff (Abrams & Anderson-Nathe, 2012; Inderbitzin, 

2006, 2007), it has been suggested that this is “a neglected group of inquiry” (Gordon, 1999, p. 

313). Qualitative research is especially important because it can illuminate the “messy reality” of 

the juvenile justice system in a way that quantitative research cannot (Hussemann & Page, 2011, 

p. 79). 

While the specific job function of juvenile correctional staff is defined by the youth 

authority, individuals who work in that setting likely have their own ideas about what the youth 

they supervise need from them. These ideas may be based on a staff person’s education or 
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background, as well as job experiences. It is important to examine how well the perspectives of 

staff themselves reflect the job duties assigned to them by the youth authority, and to explore 

potential differences, to understand the implementation of rehabilitation efforts. Developmental 

scientists and juvenile delinquency researchers also report on the needs of at-risk adolescents, 

which may or may not reflect the opinions of those who actually work with vulnerable youth on 

a daily basis. The beliefs of front line staff, many of whom have considerable experience in 

juvenile corrections, likely have an impact on how they interact with youth. Therefore, theirs is 

an important and valid perspective to consider when planning and applying juvenile justice 

treatment strategies. In addition, this information is important from a treatment standpoint 

because it will be hard to have any fidelity to a treatment program that requires certain behavior 

on the part of staff if the staff themselves do not believe this behavior is important for youth. 

The goal of this study is to explore the specific things that front line staff believe youth 

need from them while incarcerated. A gender lens will be utilized to explore these issues by 

specifically examining whether staff who work with girls identify different youth needs than 

those who work with boys. This study also examines whether male staff view the needs of the 

youth in their care differently than female staff. It fills a gap in the literature because although 

there are a few studies that explore the perspectives of juvenile justice staff (Belknap, Winter, & 

Cady, 2003), incarcerated adult women (Garcia & Lane, 2010), and delinquent girls (Garcia & 

Lane, 2013) in regards to the unique needs of justice-involved girls, there is currently no known 

study that compares specifically how staff describe the needs of both boys and girls. While it is 

certainly valuable to understand the needs of girls in the juvenile justice system, it is also 

important to recognize that boys may need a unique type of care from front line correctional 
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staff. In addition, while studies have explored the relationship between correctional staff gender 

and attitudes toward punishment and rehabilitation in both juvenile (Blevins, Cullen, & Sundt, 

2007; Gordon, 1999; Leiber, 2000) and adult facilities (Hussemann & Page, 2011), there is no 

known research that explores whether the gender of juvenile correctional staff impacts their 

assessment of the needs of incarcerated youth. If staff gender affects how they their view the 

needs of the youth they serve, which would likely impact how male and female correctional staff 

interact with youth, this could be important information for staffing and policy decisions. 

Through the content analysis of in-depth interviews with juvenile correctional staff from 

both male and female facilities, this qualitative research study will answer the following research 

questions:  

1) What do front line staff believe that youth need from them?  

2) Do staff who work with girls suggest that youth need something different from them 

than staff who work with boys? 

3) Do the descriptions of youth needs vary by staff gender?  

Data will be drawn from responses to a variety of interview questions regarding the role of staff 

in the lives of incarcerated youth, the needs of youth from front line staff, and the characteristics 

of effective living unit staff members. Given the research questions at hand, several bodies of 

literature must be examined including the intersections between gender and youth risk 

experiences, juvenile crime, and the role of staff in juvenile corrections. Ultimately, this research 

provides valuable information regarding the unique perspectives of those who provide daily care 

to incarcerated youth and has the potential to inform juvenile correctional treatment and staff 

training programs. 
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Literature Review 

Socialization and Gender 

Social constructionism asserts that the social world is created through the actions of 

individuals and the subsequent interpretation of those actions (Howard & Hollander, 1997). The 

interactions between people in their daily lives are the very practices through which shared 

meaning is constructed (Burr, 2003). This is true for the various socially constructed 

classification systems used to differentiate and explain human behavior, including gender 

(Weinberg, 2014). Consequently, gender is a considered a fundamental organizational 

component of human lives (Lorber, 1991) and a key source of identity in Western culture 

(Howard & Hollander, 1997). 

Gender encompasses the culturally prescribed beliefs and assumptions about the 

behaviors and characteristics of people who identify with a certain sex category (Howard & 

Hollander, 1997). Everyday interactions build gender into social institutions, reinforcing gender 

expectations (Lorber, 1991). Gender is therefore both a process and a product (Bem, 1993), such 

that the process of constructing gender through social interaction shapes the product of gender 

identity; “In social interaction throughout their lives, individuals learn what is expected, see what 

is expected, act and react in expected ways, and thus simultaneously construct and maintain the 

social order” (Lorber, 1991, p.280).  

The social construction of gender begins at birth with the assignment of a sex category 

(Lorber, 1991) and this gender identification is reinforced through the ways a child is treated by 

others as well as the expectations of his or her behavior based on gender (Bandura, 1977). Once 

gender has been ascribed, society often holds individuals to rigid gendered expectations and 

norms (Lorber, 1991). Children learn from a young age to use gender, seen as a dichotomy, to 
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organize both themselves and others. This polarization between male and female gender 

identities, roles, and stereotypes continues to exist into adulthood, in part because of cultural 

beliefs that there is a clear differentiation between masculine and feminine behaviors and 

attitudes (West & Zimmerman, 1987). The social construction of gender suggests that it does not 

really matter how males and females truly act or whether they are actually more alike than 

different, but only that their behaviors be perceived as different (Lorber, 1991).  

Risk Experiences and Gender  

 Not only is gender a key element in social organization, it is also correlated to the risk 

experiences of youth. This is true in the general population, where girls are significantly more 

likely to experience sexual victimization and boys are more likely to be the victim of assault and 

to have witnessed violence in their communities (National Center for Juvenile Justice, 2014), as 

well as among incarcerated youth. Both boys and girls in the juvenile justice system have high 

rates of a variety of risk factors including mental health and substance use disorders (Teplin, 

Abram, McClelland, Dulcan, & Mericle, 2002), delinquent peers (Belknap & Holsinger, 2006), 

parental criminality (Fergusson & Horwood, 2002), inadequate parenting (Perrone, Sullivan, 

Pratt, & Margaryan, 2004), and child maltreatment (Belknap & Holsinger, 2006; Goodkind, 

Shook, Kim, Pohlig, & Herring, 2013; National Center for Juvenile Justice, 2014). However, 

there are gender differences in the rates of childhood risk experiences among criminally involved 

youth and research finds that males and females may have different cognitive and emotional 

reactions when faced with similar difficulties or trauma (Bokszczanin, 2007; Holbrook, Hoyt, 

Stein, & Sieber, 2002; Ullman & Filipas, 2005).  
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Among youth involved with the criminal justice system, girls have more substance use 

issues, mental health problems, and traumatic experiences, as well as worse abuse histories and 

higher rates of sexual victimization than boys (Belknap & Holsinger, 2006, Sedlak & 

McPherson, 2010). Girls are significantly more likely than boys to have a psychiatric disorder, 

including higher odds of having affective disorder, depression, anxiety, and substance use 

disorder other than alcohol or marijuana (Teplin et al., 2002), and to report having experienced 

desertion or abandonment by a parent (Belknap & Holsinger, 2006). Although both males and 

females involved in the juvenile justice system are likely to have experienced multiple types of 

victimization, the risk of poly-victimization is significantly higher for girls (Ford, Grasso, 

Hawke, & Chapman, 2013). Criminally involved girls often have cumulative experiences with 

adversity and pervasive violence in their homes and communities, as well as significant histories 

of personal loss (Morash, 2015; Ryder, Langley, & Brownstein, 2009).  

Youth Crime and Gender 

The primary sources of data regarding juvenile offending come from self-reports and 

official statistics; however, both suggest gender differences in delinquent behavior (National 

Center for Juvenile Justice, 2014). Male high school students are more likely than their female 

counterparts to use drugs and/or alcohol, be involved in gang activity, engage in physical fights, 

and carry a weapon to school (National Center for Juvenile Justice, 2014). Of the total juvenile 

arrests in 2012, 71% were males and 29% were of females (Puzzanchera, 2014). In every offense 

category except prostitution, the arrest rate was higher for males than females.  

Although there are similarities in the characteristics and histories of criminally involved 

boys and girls, research suggests that certain experiences distinguish the pathways to 
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delinquency along gender lines (Bender, 2010). Boys are significantly more likely than girls to 

be involved in gang activity, which is a documented correlate of crime (Huff, 2004). In addition, 

the impact of delinquent peers on the relationship between childhood abuse and delinquency is 

stronger for boys than for girls (Bender, 2010). While substance abuse is strongly related to self-

reported offending and arrests for both boys and girls, a higher proportion of boys are involved 

in drug and alcohol use (National Center for Juvenile Justice, 2014). However, the relationship 

between substance abuse and delinquency is stronger for girls (Bender, 2010). The rates of 

mental health disorders are higher for adjudicated girls than boys (Teplin et al., 2002) and it 

appears that mental health problems are more significant in the link between the experience of 

abuse and delinquent behavior for girls (Bender, 2010). Both depression and risky behavior are 

significantly related to delinquency for girls, but not boys (Daigle, Cullen, & Wright, 2007). 

Furthermore, there is a relationship between child welfare involvement and delinquency for boys 

and girls but out-of-home placement is more strongly correlated to juvenile justice involvement 

for girls (Goodkind et al., 2013).  

The risk experiences of girls, especially within their own families, have been linked to 

their unique pathways to crime (Chesney-Lind & Irwin, 2008). This is especially true in regards 

to running away and prostitution, but is also linked to person-to-person crimes such as assault 

(Herrera & McCloskey, 2003). Adjudicated girls themselves report that family issues play a 

large role in their risky behavior and delinquency (Garcia & Lane, 2013). In one study, a 

significantly higher percentage of incarcerated girls than boys reported that their abuse histories 

had an impact on their delinquent behavior and girls were much more likely to say that they 

would prefer living in a juvenile justice institution than home (Belknap & Holsinger, 2006).  
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Youth Development and Gender  

Developmental science models suggest there are multiple levels of context that impact 

adolescent development and interact with biological changes and individual characteristics to 

affect youth outcomes (Baltes, Lindenberger, & Staudinger, 2006; Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Elder, 

1998). The foundational belief in the potential plasticity of all human development (Lerner, 

2009) and research on the role of resilience in adolescent development (Masten, Best, & 

Garmezy, 1990) led to the creation of the positive youth development (PYD) model (Lerner et 

al., 2012). In contrast to the problem-focused developmental models that informed public 

opinion and social policy for much of the 20th century, the PYD framework focuses on the 

strengths and resources that youth may possess or access to promote optimal development 

(William, 2004).  Basically, young people are viewed as resources to be developed instead of 

problems to be fixed or managed (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003).  From this perspective, youth 

development is considered a natural process whereby an adolescent develops an increasing 

capacity to understand the world around them and to act on their environment in a purposeful 

way (Hamilton, Hamilton, & Pittman, 2004). Advances in social science research and practice 

based on the concepts of risk and resilience have had an impact on juvenile justice policies 

(Barton, 2011) and in recent years there has been a shift to a focus on PYD in juvenile 

corrections (Butts et al., 2010). 

Youth development programs based on the PYD model offer youth opportunities to be 

involved in and lead activities that promote the development of meaningful life skills through 

engagement in ongoing, supportive relationships with one or more adults. Ideally, these 

programs provide youth both formal and informal opportunities to explore and expand their 
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interests and talents in an atmosphere where they feel hopeful about a positive future because 

adults view them as having strengths and resources (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003).  Healthy 

relationships with adults are a cornerstone of PYD programs based on research finding that 

connectedness to others, including a caring adult outside of family, is a protective factor against 

risk experiences (Fraser, Kirby, & Smokowski, 2004) and reduces risk behaviors (Kirby, 2001) 

in adolescents. In addition, healthy adult-youth relationships can have a positive effect on the 

capacity of adolescents to become successful young adults (Wolfe, Jaffe, & Crooks, 2008). 

There is evidence that the moral and identity developmental processes are different for 

boys and girls in childhood and that these differences continue into adulthood (Gilligan, 1993). 

Due to unique developmental processes and socialization experiences, male and female youth 

have been found to experience juvenile justice interventions differently; relationship-based 

interventions that support autonomy are more important for boys while those that focus on 

authenticity and intimacy may be especially important to girls (Bogat & Liang, 2005). 

Adjudicated girls report that juvenile justice programming is effective when it includes caring 

staff who will listen to them without judgement and model appropriate behavior, such as 

consistency between their own actions and their expectations for the girls (Garcia & Lane, 2013).  

Incarcerated adult women who were involved in the juvenile justice system believe that 

adjudicated girls need to be supervised by staff members who want to work with the female 

population, are caring, and can relate to their life experiences (Garcia & Lane, 2010). 

Furthermore, juvenile justice professionals suggest that incarcerated girls need to develop 

trusting relationships with staff in order to engage in treatment (Belknap et al., 2003).  

The Role of Staff and Gender 
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Individuals who work in juvenile corrections are considered human service professionals 

(Hemmens & Stohr, 2000). Most would be categorized as “people workers” according to the 

correctional officer typology developed by Farkas (2000); these individuals often indicate that 

they work in corrections because they appreciate the opportunity to help others and prefer 

positions that allow for more contact with inmates. The unique role of correctional staff in a 

juvenile justice facility requires that they support rehabilitation while also enforcing security 

(Inderbitzin, 2006), making this role very different from other helping relationships involving 

youth and adults (such as client-therapist) (Noam & Fiore, 2004). These staff members are 

charged with supervising delinquent adolescents to protect the public while also providing daily, 

round-the-clock care for them during their confinement; this care also includes treatment 

programming designed to rehabilitate the youth (Inderbitzin, 2007). The rehabilitation treatment 

model is often based on the creation of therapeutic relationships between staff and youth, 

however staff members must also punish youth for misbehavior and this sometimes includes 

physical restraint or isolation (Inderbitzin, 2009). The limited research on staff working in 

juvenile justice facilities suggests that they can find it difficult to balance these two distinct, 

often contradictory, aspects of their job (Abrams & Anderson-Nathe, 2012).  

As the primary adult influences on juveniles who are being held in custody, front-line 

staff members potentially have a significant impact on a youth. Correctional staff set the tone and 

shape the culture within the institution (Inderbitzin, 2006), which is not only an important factor 

in the lived experience of incarcerated youth but also influences how youth experience the 

interventions offered by the facility (Abrams et al., 2005) and may impact treatment outcomes 

(Schubert, Mulvey, Loughran, & Losoya, 2012). In fact, the relationships between staff and 
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youth are sometimes considered to be the foundation of juvenile justice treatment programs 

(Abrams & Anderson-Nathe, 2012). Juvenile justice staff members are an important component 

of the environment within residential treatment facilities that can help improve a youth’s 

behavior and serve as a role models to facilitate positive youth development (State Youth 

Authority, 2013). 

There is limited research that examines the interaction between staff gender and the  

experiences and outcomes of incarcerated youth. In one study, juvenile justice staff suggested 

that adjudicated girls need both male and female staff to serve as role models; women to provide 

an example they can look up to and men who will teach them how to set appropriate boundaries 

by offering support without exploitation (Belknap et al., 2003). In focus groups, incarcerated 

adult women who were involved in the juvenile justice system suggested that girls specifically 

need female staff who can serve as positive role models (Garcia & Lane, 2010). Although there 

is still inadequate research on the role of front-line staff members in youth correctional facilities, 

especially with an eye towards the intersection between staff and youth gender, what is available 

clearly points to the powerful influence of staff on the incarceration experiences and 

rehabilitation of delinquent youth. 

Data and Methods 

Study Design 

The state’s juvenile justice system and youth correctional facilities. 

Each state regulates and maintains its own juvenile justice system (Steinberg, 2009), 

including the definition of a juvenile for the application of criminal justice policies (Barton, 

2011). In the state where this study was conducted, a young person is considered a juvenile 
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through the age of 17 (up to their 18th birthday). Youth cannot be incarcerated before the age of 

12 and may be held in a juvenile facility up to the age of 25. 

At the time of data collection, there were six youth correctional facilities (YCF) for boys 

and one for girls in the state. The facility for females, Madison YCF (all facility and unit names 

are pseudonyms), operated two living units Madison and could hold up to 75 girls. The 

populations of these two units were similar in most characteristics, except age. One unit housed 

all female offenders younger than 17 ½ years old and the other was for all girls older than 17 ½. 

There were no treatment or programming differences between the two units, nor any differences 

in average length of stay for youth.  There was also a small transitional program at this facility 

and the girls in that program lived together in a separate area from the general population. 

The two largest facilities for males were Hoover and Monroe. Hoover YCF had seven 

living units and beds for 180 youth; three intake units where youth transitioned to close custody 

and were assessed for ideal long-term placement, one that housed both younger boys with mental 

health needs and youth who had been “removed” from other units (usually older, behaviorally 

challenging youth), and three long term units. Of these three units, two housed youth with 

drug/alcohol offenses or substance abuse issues and one housed violent offenders. There were 

also seven living units at Monroe YCF and it held approximately the same number of youth as 

Hoover. Two of the units were treatment-focused and designed for short-term stays; one 

provided drug/alcohol treatment and the other included a behavior modification program. The 

other five units provided long-term care for a variety of different populations; youth with mental 

health diagnoses, violent offenders, general population (the majority of whom were sex 

offenders), and older youth who had demonstrated good behavior. 
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Participants. 

This study focused on the perspectives of living unit staff who developed sustained 

relationships with young people during their incarceration in a correctional facility. For this 

reason, staff who worked on intake and short-term treatment units were not included in the 

sample. Staff who worked primarily with youth who had been diagnosed with a mental health 

diagnosis that requires treatment were also excluded because these staff members may have held 

different beliefs about the causes of delinquency and the needs of delinquent youth than staff 

who worked with general population youth.  

In an attempt to minimize staff differences by facility type, the sample was drawn from 

living unit staff who worked at facilities that were most alike. For this reason, staff from Hoover 

and Monroe YCF were included in the sample. These two institutions held the largest number of 

youth in the state and had the most long-term housing units. Staff from Madison YCF, the only 

female facility, were also included to examine whether there were differences in the beliefs of 

staff who worked with boys versus those who worked with girls.  

In concordance with other juvenile justice studies (Inderbitzin, 2006; Marsh & Evans, 

2009), the sample included only those staff members who provided direct care to incarcerated 

youth and were responsible for both daily supervision and primary rehabilitation efforts. In the 

state where this study was conducted, these are called “living unit staff.” There are three 

different shifts for staff on each living unit to cover care of the youth 24 hours a day, seven days 

a week: day shift (7am - 3pm), swing shift (2pm - 10pm), and graveyard shift (overnight). Staff 

who work the graveyard shift, often a self-selected group, have very little interaction with youth 
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and were not included in this study. Both day and swing shift staff members spend most their 

time directly engaged with youth and were therefore the target population for the sample. 

Sample selection and data collection. 

This study was approved by the university’s Institutional Review Board, as well as the 

youth authority’s research department. Before official recruitment, I attended a staff meeting on 

each long term living unit at the three youth correctional facilities. At those meetings, I provided 

a brief overview of the study, explained the interview process, and let the staff know that I would 

be spending a few days on each living unit. I also allowed time for any questions. The 

superintendent of each youth correctional facility gave me permission to conduct interviews 

during the work day and agreed to provide an extra staff person to fill in for the participant while 

they were being interviewed. For the convenience of the facility administration and staff, I 

visited each living unit for a period of three consecutive days. These visits always overlapped 

with the shift change when both day and swing shift staff were in the building to maximize my 

ability to interview staff from both shifts. During these visits, I asked any staff who were on the 

unit whether they were willing to be interviewed. If a staff member agreed to participate, I took 

them to a private room to review the consent documents. If a potential participant declined to 

enroll in the study, I asked another staff person. Only one staff member was unwilling to 

participate, citing work responsibilities. The interviews were conducted in a private room, away 

from other staff members and youth. Each interview was audio recorded. 

 Roughly the same number of interviews were conducted at all three facilities; 18 at 

Monroe, 19 at Hoover, and 21 at Madison. Staff from the three long term living units at Monroe 

were interviewed, including 5 interviews on one unit, 6 on another, and 7 on the other. There 
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were three long term units at Hoover as well; six staff members were interviewed from 2 of the 

units and 7 from the other. Madison only had 2 units open at the time of data collection and staff 

from both were included, with 10 interviews conducted on one unit and 11 on the other. 

At each facility, an approximately representative percentage of male and female staff 

members was recruited in relation to the entire population of staff at that facility. Of the 18 

interviews conducted at Monroe YCF, 15 (83%) were with male staff and 3 (17%) were with 

female staff. At Hoover YCF, the sample of 19 participants included 14 (74%) men and 5 (26%) 

women. Twenty-one interviews were conducted at Madison YCF, 12 (57%) with male staff and 

9 (43%) with female staff. Demographic characteristics about the staff included in the sample 

can be seen in Table 1. 

Table 1  

Sample Demographic Characteristics Number or Average Percentage Range 

Gender    

• Male 41 71%  

• Female 17 29%  

Age (in years) 44.22   26-63 

Race/Ethnicity    

• White 42 73%  

• Hispanic 7 12%  

• Black 3 5%  

• Native American or Pacific Islander 6 10%  

Parental Status    

• No Children 10 17%  
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• Has Children 48 83%  

Number of Years at Youth Authority 12.45   1-35 

Experience with Boys/Girls    

• Only Worked with Boys 12 21%  

• Only Worked with Girls 2 3%  

• Worked with Both Boys and Girls 44 76%  

 

Methodological Foundation 

This study utilized qualitative research methods; a methodology that seeks to understand 

the perspective of the study participants and what things mean to them (Charmaz, 2004). In the 

case of content analysis, interpretation is an active, dynamic process that involves the 

construction of meaning by examining both the context and content of the study participant’s 

words (Schreier, 2012). The findings of a qualitative research project aim to present the 

perspective of the participants using the words that have meaning for them (Snape & Spencer, 

2003). Qualitative research is case-oriented and views study participants holistically such that 

every aspect of an individual’s life is considered in relation to the other parts of his or her life. 

This framework allows a researcher to gain an in-depth understanding of each participant’s 

experiences and perspective (Schreier, 2012). 

This study relied on rich data about living unit staff in juvenile correctional facilities 

collected through 58 in-depth interviews. Due to their ability to capture an individual’s point of 

view and the meaning he or she ascribes to thoughts, feelings, experiences, and objects, in-depth 

interviews are often used by qualitative researchers (Legard, Keegan, & Ward, 2003). In 

addition, in-depth interviews allow topics to emerge that might otherwise be avoided in casual 
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conversations (Charmaz, 2004). In an effort to pursue the same basic line of inquiry for each 

participant while also allowing for flexibility, a semi-structured interview protocol was utilized. 

The interview schedule for this study was designed to examine the participants’ motivations for 

doing juvenile justice work, their experiences working in a juvenile correctional facility, and 

their beliefs about the causes of delinquency and the rehabilitation of delinquent youth.  Its 

questions aimed to elicit descriptive responses about participants’ subjective experiences and 

feelings.  To accomplish this goal, I began with the questions on the interview schedule and then 

utilized probing and follow-up questions to fully explore and understand the participants’ 

meaning (Legard et al., 2003). All interviews were audiotaped with a digital recorder and lasted 

between 17 to 95 minutes. Each interview was transcribed into a text document for analysis. 

Analysis 

This study is based on an analysis of the content of verbal communication; specifically, 

the answers that living unit staff gave to the interview questions. Qualitative content analysis has 

been described as a way to interpret or “systematically describe the meaning” of verbal or 

written communication (Schreier, 2012, p. 3) by identifying patterns and themes in the data 

(Berg, 2007). The final result of a qualitative content analysis is a summary of the subjects’ 

perspectives through a description of the prominent themes found in the data (Berg, 2007; 

Schreier, 2012). 

The goal of this study was to explore the beliefs and perceptions of juvenile justice 

workers about their role in the lives of the youth they supervise in correctional facilities. This 

goal was achieved through an analysis of the staff’s responses to specific interview questions, 

looking for themes around the role of staff in young people’s lives and their beliefs about what 
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incarcerated youth need from staff members. All interviews were conducted and transcribed by 

Tasha Galardi, which allowed for immersion in the data, which is the basis of an inductive 

research process and an important component of qualitative content analysis (Elo & Kyngäs, 

2008).  A thematic analysis of the manifest content from the interview transcripts was conducted 

using NVivo software. This analysis began with an initial round of open coding to discover the 

concepts and ideas that were present in the transcribed interview data (Corbin & Strauss, 2008; 

Schreier, 2012). Coding was generally aligned by common responses to interview questions. The 

data for this study were primarily drawn from staff responses to the following questions: What is 

your role in the lives of the kids in this facility?, What do the youth in your care need from you?, 

and What characteristics or behaviors are important for effective living unit staff? 

Next, a coding frame was created using primarily data-driven strategies (Schreier, 2012). 

The first step involved going through the data to try to understand the various perspectives and 

look for concepts that re-occurred or were unique. The next step was to define the thematic 

categories that described what was in the data by grouping together similar concepts. Finally, a 

coding frame was created by organizing the categories into a hierarchical structure (Schreier, 

2012). The coding frame included higher level main categories that represented broader 

dimensions on which to focus the analysis, as well as lower level subcategories that delineated 

the various dimensions within each main category.  

While in the process of creating the coding frame, 2 other members of the research team 

reviewed a de-identified sample of the data and identified the themes related to this particular 

component of the study. We then discussed the coding frame and determined if it matched the 

themes that they identified. When there was any disagreement, we worked together to create a 
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common theme. After creating a working set of codes, the data was reviewed to verify the 

reliability of the categories before beginning the analysis (Elo & Kyngäs, 2008).  Ultimately, the 

analysis was mainly an inductive process as patterns and meaning in the transcribed interview 

data were identified and conclusions inherently emerged from the data itself (Snape & Spencer, 

2003). By systematically assigning segments from the transcribed interviews into the categories 

of the coding frame, a detailed description of the data was developed (Schreier, 2012). 

Limitations 

The perspectives shared by staff interviewed for this study could reflect the culture within 

the different facilities, which is significantly affected by administrative staff and policies, rather 

than a true gender difference in how staff view the needs of youth. In addition, staff may have 

felt inclined to engage in “impression management” and therefore pressured to say what they 

thought the interviewer, or the youth authority, wanted to hear. Although it was directly 

explained, and many staff further clarified, that the interviewer and other members of the 

research team were not associated with the youth authority in any way and that all interviews 

would be kept completely confidential, it is possible that some felt hesitant to express their true 

opinions.  

Findings 

The study’s design allowed for an examination of whether there were differences in the 

ways staff described the various things that young people need from them based on the gender of 

the youth with whom they worked. Although the majority of staff had experience working with 

both boys and girls, it was assumed that they were talking about the needs of the youth with 

which they were working at the time of the interview, unless otherwise stated. In response to the 
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question “What do you think the youth most need from you?,” there were a few staff members 

who did not describe specific things that youth need from them and instead suggested that “each 

youth has different needs” (Bugs). All but one of the staff who made this type of comment 

worked with boys. Otherwise, the vast majority of staff described specific qualities and 

behaviors that they felt the youth they served needed from them. 

In general, there were many similarities between the perspectives of staff who worked 

with boys and those who worked with girls; both genders were seen as needing many of the same 

things from staff. However, there were a few differences in the ways staff described a similar 

need for boys versus girls. In addition, some needs were described as more prominent for one 

gender or the other. Finally, there were some themes regarding what youth need from staff that 

were only mentioned by one group of staff, or predominantly by one group, and represent 

discrete categories based on youth gender. 

Needs of Youth: Common Perspectives, Different Approaches 

Among the data that describes specific things staff felt the youth need from them there 

was some overlap, so the themes were not always discrete. For all staff, care and compassion 

was a significant overarching theme. There were also several related themes that explicate 

different types of care that staff felt youth need from them, including empathy, encouragement, 

and someone to listen. The importance of being firm but fair was also a common theme and for 

some staff it was closely related to care and compassion. Staff also suggested that they need to 

provide role modeling for youth. Across these domains, staff described youth as needing them to 

provide many different types of care. There were instances when these themes were mentioned 

concurrently, as in the following quote: 
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What I want to be is somebody that gives them chances to do the right thing. Somebody 

 that is fair but somebody that also is role modeling. That’s well-rounded, not a pushover, 

 but somebody that’s also gonna be fair, be understanding. (Tyson) 

 

While these were common themes among staff who worked with girls and those who 

worked with boys, there were subtle differences based on youth gender. In some instances, a 

particular need was mentioned more often by staff who worked with one gender versus those 

who worked with the other. In other cases, the tone or emphasis of a theme varied by the gender 

of the youth with whom the staff worked. While these differences may reflect institutional 

culture and administrative policies or training priorities, they appear to reinforce gendered 

stereotypes about the ways in which males and females are different. 

Care and compassion. Many staff members used the specific words “care” and 

“compassion,” either together or separately, to describe what they believed youth need from 

them. This was true of staff who worked with girls and those who worked with boys. While staff 

who worked with girls said that youth need staff to care about them and show compassion, they 

also indicated that the girls need them to be “loving” or “nurturing.” Some of this need came 

from the fact that staff believed many of the girls had not received this type of care in their lives 

prior to incarceration; “A lot of them haven’t had people that care about them. […] I’ve noticed 

through the years, kids want somebody first of all that cares about them” (Tessa). More than just 

demonstrating care and compassion to the youth, staff mentioned that it was specifically 

important that the girls feel that the staff genuinely care about them. 

Boys were also described as needing care and compassion from staff. It was suggested 

that, “what these guys need is knowing that people care” (David). Staff who worked with boys 

described the provision of care in a more detached way than was true for girls, as in the 
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following quote: “So making sure that they trust you and believe that you’re here for their 

benefit” (Gunnar). However, staff did suggest that the boys need to know that staff, “are good 

people, that care enough about them to chat with them and keep an eye on them and help them 

out” (Ginger) and that boys can tell when staff genuinely want to help them.  

  Empathy. Staff who worked with girls and those who worked with boys both mentioned 

the importance of empathy, or relating to the youth by identifying ways that their lives were 

similar. On the one hand, having similar background experiences was described as important for 

helping staff relate to youth. On the other hand, empathy was also described as a way that staff 

could express their care and concern for the young people they serve by trying to understand 

where they are coming from. Among staff who worked with girls, it was believed that girls might 

feel safer about sharing their own life experiences with a staff person who they felt could truly 

understand what they are going through.  

But, a lot of them want to be able to relate and so when you can use that, identifying 

things in your life that are similar to theirs or what they’ve been through, it makes it a lot 

easier for them to want to open up and communicate and then start talking about their 

issues. (Susan) 

One staff member suggested that his own personal experiences with hardship in adolescence and 

eventual success in adulthood could provide hope for the girls who were experiencing similar 

difficulties. 

Being able to relate to the girls […] and also kind of sharing my story a little bit, so they 

know that they are not the only ones out there that have lived a rough life, have gone 

through a lot of things growing up and can be successful in the end. (Luke) 

 

The importance of staff having empathy for youth was mentioned more often among staff 

who worked with boys. This concept wasn’t always mentioned by name, but many discussed the 
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benefit of personally understanding some of the experiences the youth have faced. Among these 

staff, there was a close connection between empathy and compassion. 

You have to have a certain empathy and compassion […] But I’ve always been able to, 

you know because I’ve got the same issues that they deal with. I’ve dealt with some of 

those issues and so I can be on the ground floor with them as far as dealing with gangs 

and dealing with drugs and dealing with criminal behavior. (Bambie) 

 

Other staff talked about the importance of connecting with the youths’ backgrounds because it 

provided a frame of reference for helping them that goes beyond the training staff receive. 

 I’ve experienced a lot of what these kids have gone through with my own personal 

 broken home and a drug addict sister, manic-depressive mother, abusive father, verbally 

 and physically, substance issues throughout my entire family, drugs, alcohol, physical 

 abuse. I’ve seen it, I’ve been there, I’ve done that. So, being able to sit down with a kid 

 and understand what they’re talking to you about not because you read it in a book. 

 (Brady)  

 

 Encouragement. Both boys and girls were described as needing encouragement from 

staff, to have someone notice when they are doing well and point it out. For staff, encouragement 

appeared to be a tangible way to show youth that they care. Among those who worked with girls, 

encouragement was specifically described as a way to help girls want to do better: “Just a lot of 

verbal praise, encouragement when they’re doing good, a lot of girls […] feed off of that and 

they start to do well” (Elijah). It was also suggested that encouragement could help girls see the 

ways that they have improved and feel more empowered to continue in the future: “Positive 

feedback, you know? Like some of the girls that have changed and all that kind of stuff, they 

started believing in themselves, believing that their voice counts” (Juan). 

Just like for girls, encouragement was considered important for boys although this 

concept was not always described using that specific term. For some staff, encouragement was a 
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way to inspire boys to engage in pro-social behavior: “just supporting them when they do 

something right and proper and encouraging them to do something right and proper” (Steve). 

Encouragement was also described as a way to provide hope for those boys who get discouraged 

by their confinement. It was seen as a concrete way to help the boys stay motivated to work on 

themselves and improve various aspects of their lives, as noted by the following staff who 

described how he talked to youth:  

You guys got caught but, you know, but you’re 17 or 16 or 15, you know, you can turn 

this around. You can make the change you need to make, you’re young, you’ve got a lot 

of life left, you know, you can turn this all around and you can be back out and you can 

have a great family and a great house, you can have great kids and you can turn your life 

around. There’s so much fun out of this world, it’s great out there, you know. You can 

make all the changes you need to make. (Bill) 

 

Ultimately, encouragement from staff was thought to help inspire boys to keep trying and was a 

tangible way of caring about and helping them.  

 Someone to listen. Staff suggested that both boys and girls need someone to listen to 

them. Those from all three facilities indicated that listening to youth was a way to show that they 

care.  However, this need was mentioned by a higher percentage of staff who worked with girls. 

This reflects the staff perception of girls as being more talkative than boys (from Manuscript 1). 

It is also interesting to note that of the seven staff who commented on this theme among those 

who worked with girls, five were men. This is a different pattern than was found among staff 

who worked with boys.  

It was suggested that girls “really need someone to listen to them” (Ella) and that this was 

something staff heard “over and over again” (Fred) from the girls themselves. For staff who 

worked with girls, listening allows girls to share “their dark secrets because they are holding onto 
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stuff” (Greg). Listening to girls talk about their traumatic or painful experiences was also seen as 

a tangible way for staff to show that they care. 

They’ve had a lot of horrible things happen to them in their lives and I think they need 

someone that they can trust, someone who will listen to them, not necessarily give 

advice, and care about them, you know? (Genevieve) 

 

 Staff who worked with boys also suggested that the youth need them to listen. However, 

it was a smaller percentage of the total number of staff interviewed and most of the staff who 

mentioned the importance of listening to boys was female. Interestingly, a few staff members 

suggested that it wasn’t so much that boys need someone to listen but rather that boys “like to 

talk to people” (Francine) so they just want to “sit and talk” (Mary) with some staff members.  

 Some staff comments about boys needing someone to listen reflected a gendered notion 

of how males communicate, such as the following: “Sometimes I just listen, let them bounce 

stuff off me. They need to get steam off their chest, you know?” (George). It was also suggested 

that boys “want to be heard” (Lisa) because many of them have not had this from other adults in 

their lives. Among the staff who worked with boys, a couple mentioned not only the importance 

of listening to boys but also actively trying to understand the boys’ perspectives. 

…you have to do some understanding with them, […] you can tell by talking to them that 

no one’s listened to them before. They’ve listened, but they didn’t hear what they were 

saying. And, that’s critical. To let them know, you know, I understand that. (Bob)  

 

 Firm but fair. A significant broad theme revolved around the idea of staff providing the 

fair distribution of consistency, dependability, accountability, and structure for youth. This was 

mentioned many times among those who worked with boys and those who worked with girls. 

There was a common mantra of the importance of being “firm but fair,” which was repeated by 

staff from all three facilities. Given the frequency with which this specific phrase was mentioned, 
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it seems likely that it is one used in the initial training program and perhaps in continuing 

professional development as well. It was often described that one way to create safety and 

security for the youth was by being consistent and dependable. Staff members suggested that 

when the youth know what to expect from them, the young people can relax and feel safe in the 

institutional environment and this allows them to focus on treatment.  

Many of the staff who worked with girls mentioned the need for consistency, in a variety 

of different ways. One reason that consistency was considered important was because it helps 

youth understand the rules of the institution and establish prosocial behavior. For many staff, the 

idea of providing structure was part of showing care and compassion. Girls were described as 

needing to know what to expect from staff and that consistency in terms of institutional rules and 

staff behavior helps support rehabilitation.  

And I think they actually do, you know, want the rules and they live better with them. 

 They’ll tell you they don’t, that they like it a lot better without them, but I don’t think 

 that’s true at all. I think that’s part of what helps them here is that everything is pretty 

 consistent, they know how things are going to go, they know how we’re going to be. 

 (Robin) 

 

Some also suggested that girls become concerned when a staff member’s daily routine is altered; 

“You need to be dependable because the girls rely on us and when we’re not here and we  don’t 

have that consistency and stuff, you know, they worry about us” (Crystal). A few staff mentioned 

that many girls did not have consistency in their lives prior to incarceration and it was considered 

especially important because it helps the girls feel secure in the knowledge that staff will still 

care for them even after they have behaved inappropriately. 

 That’s why being consistent with them is very important because yes, I can get upset 

 with them, I can hold them accountable, I can put them on a desk program, and they 

 know the next day or even later that day I’m still going to treat them exactly the same as 

 before any incident happened. Even after I’ve been in a physical altercation with a youth, 
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 I treat them exactly the same. We debrief about it, we talk about it, but I’m still going to 

 treat them exactly the same. And I don’t know that they have had a lot of that in their 

 lives. (Genevieve) 

 

The theme of youth needing staff need to be “firm, but fair” was also significant among 

those who worked with boys. As with the girls, part of this theme was related to consistency in 

terms of the schedule and expectations on the living unit. 

 I run a consistent shift every single day, they know what to expect, I don’t come in one 

 day and do it this way and then the next day do it a different way, I do it the exact same 

 way Monday through Friday and they appreciate that and they tell me all the time. 

 (Brady)  

 

Some of the fairness among staff who worked with boys had to do with treating them all equally 

and not having any sort of bias against any specific types of youth; “I think you’ve got to be fair, 

that’s the first thing. You can’t have any racial-type bias or you can’t like this person better than 

that person, they’ll pick up on that stuff real fast” (Quincy). Staff who worked with boys 

mentioned that they need to be held accountable for their actions and to know that the 

consequences will be metered out fairly. 

 There’s not going to be any accountability put down that they haven’t earned. I’m not 

 going to make it worse for them than I am other people, you know, consistency with 

 them, I’m gonna treat this guy the same way I treat this guy regardless of who or what 

 they are, you know. And regardless of the situation, you’ve got to be equal. (William) 

 

As with the girls, there was some discussion of the importance of consistency and accountability 

for helping the boys feel safe or cared for. 

 I don’t think they realize it, but I think they want consistency. Sometimes they want to 

 be told no, even though they may not like it. They want to know where they fit in and 

 they want to have safety in that. No boundaries sounds good, but it’s not good for 

 anybody and so, if you can give them boundaries, give them protection, give them safety, 

 I think that helps them as a person. (Myers) 
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 These staff members, like those who worked with girls, suggested that many boys had not 

experienced consistency in their lives before they became incarcerated. However, in this case 

staff talked about the fact that the lack of consistency allowed the youth too much freedom, as in 

the following exchange: 

 Mike: Consistency. They know that when I’m here, I’m going to conduct myself a 

 certain way and they’re expected to conduct themselves a certain way, and that doesn’t 

 really vary too much. It’s pretty much the same every time I’m on duty. They know what 

 they need to be doing and what they cannot do and if they decide to do something they’re 

 not allowed to do there’ll be consequences. 

 

 Tasha: And why is that consistency so important for them? 

 

 Mike: It’s something that a lot of these guys just don’t have. A lot of them grow up 

 without parents that are around a lot so they just have freedom to kinda do whatever they 

 want. So, they’ve never had to follow rules, pretty much. They make their own rules and 

 do what they want. 

 

Others who believed that many of the boys hadn’t experienced consistency prior to their 

incarceration suggested that structure is important for helping the unit function effectively 

because it establishes rules and expectations: “A lot of them haven’t had it and then when you 

get a group of people, any kind of situation, you have to structure things up to have some kind of 

cohesiveness to work.” (Bugs). There were a few staff who expressed a similar sentiment as was 

found among staff who worked with girls by suggesting that providing consistency was part of 

the way that staff care for youth. 

 Some of them, all their life they never had consistency. And here having consistency, 

 the same staff, they know that they can count on you if they need something. Like I said, 

 some of them had rough childhoods. (Alicia)  

 

However, there was a thread of dominance present in the quotes from staff who worked 

with boys that was not there among those who worked with girls. Staff talked about providing 

“authority” or “leadership” and being in “command” as part of the larger theme of consistency. 
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One staff member explained, “There’s a time and a place where […] I’m gonna lay the hammer 

down and let them know, you’re not going to do this, it’s not going to happen” (Joe). This could 

be due to the physical size and strength of adolescent boys and staff feelings about maintaining 

their own safety, but it was a noticeable gendered difference.  

 Role modeling. The theme of youth needing staff to provide positive role modeling to 

youth was common in both groups. Among those who worked with girls, the staff described 

themselves as role modeling for youth but this meant distinct things; providing either a gender-

neutral example of healthy adult behavior or gender-specific examples of how men and women 

should behave. For many, it was a matter of modeling prosocial behavior for the girls and 

“showing them a way to live a life as an adult” (Bruce). This included demonstrating how to be a 

responsible adult, a contributing member of society, and a conscientious co-worker.  

Following through on my word and really showing them that I can get along with my 

 coworkers if I’m having a bad day or whatnot and still be able to work with them. They 

 watch me all the time and they get to see how I interact and I problem-solve with my 

 coworkers, as well as other kids when I’ve just had enough or whatever it may be. 

 (Scott) 

 

One female staff member specifically discussed the importance of being a female role 

model for girls by modeling healthy behavior. From her perspective, this included demonstrating 

empowering, assertive relationship skills that these girls may not have utilized in the past. This 

reflects the high incidence of abuse, often experienced at the hands of men, that is common 

among this population of girls.  

 Being a good role model, what it looks like to be a healthy adult female. Standing up, 

 having respect for yourself, and I try to role model that kind of behavior every day for 

 them, you know, not to be a pushover, not to be an object, to stand up for themselves 

 appropriately. (Genevieve) 
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Several male staff specifically discussed the importance of being a positive male in the 

girls’ lives who would not try to exploit or hurt them, or “being a male that can be trusted’ 

(Scott). These staff members noted that many of the girls had been hurt by men and they felt a 

strong responsibility “to show girls that a man can be involved in their lives and not victimize 

them in some way” (Greg). This was very gendered; these adult men felt responsible for showing 

the girls how they should expect to be treated by the men in their lives. The male staff who 

worked with girls felt an extra responsibility that did not exist for women who worked with girls 

or either men or women who worked with boys, as expressed in the following quote: 

 …to be that positive male role model that they never had. That guy that’s, you know, just 

 helping them for them and not trying to get anything out of them, you know, for 

 anything. Because a lot of these girls have been misused and mistreated and always, 

 somebody’s always trying to get something from them. (Luke) 

 

 Although both groups of staff talked about providing positive role modeling to the youth, 

the tone was different among those who worked with boys. These staff members suggested that 

boys need them to model prosocial behavior and demonstrate a more effective way to live; “It’s 

the role modeling, it’s getting engaged and helping them realize this is not the way to live your 

life” (Daniel). This role modeling included being “a representative of what it’s like on the 

outside” (Bill) and showing them how a responsible, or non-criminal, adult should act.  

I think the best treatment that I’ve seen provided to youth in this environment isn’t the 

bought and paid for curriculums and the manuals, it’s literally dealing with good 

individuals, meaning staff. Good influences, […] it’s exposure to people that are, that 

they haven’t been exposed to before. They’re good parents, they’re good husbands or 

they’re good wives, or they’re hard-working, they take care of their family. (Brutus) 

 

Only two male staff who worked with boys mentioned the importance of being an adult 

who doesn’t hurt them and these were much less focused on gender, in contrast to the male staff 

who worked with girls. After commenting that there are “a lot of abused kids here,” one staff 
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noted that he felt it was important to help youth understand, “that not all male figures are going 

to be mean or evil…” (Joe). For these staff, it seemed more important to be adult role models 

that don’t hurt youth rather than specifically males who don’t abuse boys; “A lot of these guys 

have been abused all their lives, haven’t ever seen a real adult that they can actually deal with, 

that they can actually talk to and not be afraid of” (Mark).  

Needs of Youth: Unique Themes by Gender 

 There were a few themes about the needs of youth that were aligned along gender lines; 

staff who worked with girls emphasized specific needs while those who worked with boys 

focused on others. This is not to say that these ideas were never mentioned by staff members 

who worked with the opposite gender, but rather that they appeared infrequently or were not 

prominent in the data. When taken together, the unique needs of girls spoke of the importance of 

staff members building supportive relationships with girls to help them heal from past trauma. 

For boys, on the other hand, the unique themes highlighted the importance of staff helping to 

build boys’ character while they are incarcerated so they can leave as good men. This dichotomy 

is very gendered and reflects not only general social ideas about girls and boys, but also the 

specific needs of this at-risk population.  

Building relationships with girls. The three unique themes that arose from staff 

descriptions of the needs of girls were positivity, physical affection, and time or attention. 

Together, these reflected the importance of offering girls specific types of support that will make 

them feel cared for and nurtured. This was deeply rooted in the desire to create meaningful 

relationships with girls, both because girls indicated that they want those types of relationships 

with staff and because staff felt their relationships with girls were the most important component 
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of the treatment process. This could also represent a facet of the culture within the girls’ facility, 

which is significantly affected by administrative staff and policies. The following quote is 

exemplative of many others that reflected this significant, overarching theme: “I think our 

biggest success lies in the relationships that we make with the youth, working with females 

specifically” (Commander). 

Positivity. A few staff who worked with girls talked about the importance of leaving their 

personal troubles outside the gate so that they could come into the facility with a positive attitude 

for the sake of the girls. This positivity was described as a way to let the girls know they care:  

…my main goal when I come to work is to act like I’m here, I want to be here, even if 

something horrible happens. I’m coming here with a smile on my face and trying to get 

through my day and make sure that they are getting through theirs. (Davina) 

 

It was clear that these staff felt it was important to put the needs of the girls first and leave their 

personal issues at home so that they could be present and positive while at work.  There was an 

acknowledgement that many girls had hard lives and were experiencing the pain of 

imprisonment, so staff felt a responsibility to help them by offering positivity and hope; “I just 

come in every day, positive attitude, and I just come here and try to have fun. I come here and try 

to make their day a little bit brighter” (Luke). Part of the reason that positivity was considered so 

important is because staff felt that the girls, “don’t have a lot of positive adult figures in their life 

to help change their viewpoints” (Bruce). Therefore, seeing staff who role model a positive 

attitude was considered a valuable way to support the rehabilitation process for girls. Taken 

together, the perspectives of staff regarding the importance of positivity for girls reflects a 

broader theme of demonstrating care for the girls by being someone that they will want to be 

around and from whom they will want to learn. 
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 Physical affection. A couple of staff from the girls’ facility mentioned the importance of 

physical contact, or affection, for girls. A hug was seen as a way to let girls know that staff care 

about them and are concerned with their well-being, which is an extension of the relationship-

building work that is emphasized in the girls’ facility: “they need physical contact, a side hug 

every once in a while, something you wouldn’t do with a male youth…” (Jay). While some staff 

specifically described girls as needing hugs, others mentioned the fact that girls actively seek out 

hugs from them and that this physical contact was a way that girls connect with staff; “I had one 

girl as I walked in today, she came up, ran over, gave me a big hug, I need to talk to you, and I 

mean that’s how it is every day” (Genevieve). Although none of the staff who worked with the 

boys at the time of data collection mentioned the need for physical affection, one staff member 

from the girls’ facility who also had experience working with boys suggested that this is 

something the boys need as well.  

Well, at the boys’ facility we weren’t allowed to hug and here, you know, we can do side 

hugs […] I don’t know why they don’t do that there and they do it here because I think 

the boys need that, too, because some of the same experiences that these girls have 

growing up, the boys have had. (Crystal) 

 

This final quote reflects an understanding of the types of risk experiences girls, and boys, have 

faced before incarceration and suggests that youth benefit from kindness that is expressed 

through physical affection. Whether initiated by staff or the girls themselves, physical affection 

was described as a component of staff’s relational work with at-risk girls. 

Time and attention. Quite a few individuals mentioned that girls both want and need 

front line staff to spend time with the young women and to give them attention. This time and 

attention was considered important for relationship building. Staff indicated that the girls 
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specifically need focused attention from them, where the staff person is consciously listening to 

what the girl is saying, as indicated by the following quote: 

 Attention and, not necessarily attention, but an ear and to be heard and to feel like they 

 were heard. Not just on my computer while they’re talking to me and just kind of in one 

 ear and out the other. (Scott)  

 

Spending time with the youth, whether engaged in fun activities or just talking, makes them feel 

important and breaks down the staff/youth barrier such that the girls can trust the staff.  

I think we build relationships with them […] you’ll see staff sitting around playing cards 

with the kids, you’ll see staff outside bouncing the football with them or you’ll see staff 

sitting down at the picnic table and there’ll be 3 or 4 of them sitting around just talking 

and it’s not always about, we’re not talking about their crimes, we’re not talking about 

treatment, we’re not talking about anything in particular, we’re talking about the TV 

show that was on last night or talking about, you know, what we did on our weekends, 

you know, it’s just kind of those small things where you kind of build that relationship 

with the kids and the kids start to trust you. (Bart) 

 

Staff clearly recognized that giving the girls the attention they need requires making time, even 

when faced with other job responsibilities, as well as a willingness to engage in activities that the 

girls enjoy.  

 Somebody who is willing to make time, even though we have our duties to do, willing to 

 make time. Yeah, I mean and be involved with them, you know, I personally will play 

 volleyball with the girls, I will take them out and play softball, that’s a big bonding thing 

 with them. Something they enjoy, heck I colored with one the other day which was very 

 odd, I mean for her being over here, being older, she wanted to color so we colored. But, 

 that’s what she needed from me and that’s what we did. (Ella)  

 

Spending time with the girls and offering them undivided attention was considered an important 

component of a treatment model that is based on staff building relationships with girls.  

Building character in boys. In contrast to the relational needs of girls, staff who worked 

with boys talked much more about themes that suggest an attempt to help build character. This 

included offering incarcerated young men honesty, respect, and guidance. Not only did the staff 
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describe providing these things to the youth in an active attempt at character building, but there 

was also an undercurrent of the value in helping boys see the importance of being honest and 

respectful as a reflection of responsible manhood. 

Honesty. There was an emphasis on boys needing honest communication, or straight talk, 

from staff, as demonstrated in the following quote: “I try to be realistic with these guys and not 

sugarcoat much. I’m pretty honest with them and I think they appreciate that” (Terry). Honesty 

was described as important for building trust and showing the youth that staff are dependable and 

reliable. Staff recognized that it can be uncomfortable for incarcerated youth to have so little 

control over their daily lives and that honest communication from staff was a way to provide 

information in an attempt to ease that discomfort.  

…they deserve to be communicated to and that’s one of the things that we try to do here 

is give them everything that we know that affects them and that they can prepare for or 

get ready for. (David) 

 

Some staff also suggested that youth will be more likely to accept the advice of staff who they 

know are honest with them because honesty is an expression of sincerity: “They’re not going to 

bother asking you questions and taking your advice if they know you’re not being honest with 

them and you’re not being sincere” (Jack). Other staff talked about honesty as valuable for 

helping boys see the errors in their thinking or behavior in order to encourage them to accept 

accountability. Even though boys may not always like to hear such honest talk, it was considered 

an important component of building character for a group of boys who have a history of bad 

behavior. 

Not lie to them, just be honest with them, you’ve got to tell  the truth to the kids whether 

they want to hear it or not. […] You’re messing up and this is what you’re doing wrong 

and I know you think the world’s against you, but, you know, you’re the problem. If 

that’s the case. But, yeah, they need to, they’ve got to hear the truth. (Charles) 
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 Respect. The theme of respect was significant among the staff who worked with boys; 

“Everybody deserves respect and so I try to treat them with dignity” (Myers). It was also 

mentioned that the reverse is true; that is, “These guys don’t want to be disrespected” (Ben). This 

theme reflected the idea that the boys need to be treated as if they are important. A few staff 

explained that they receive more respect from boys when they treat the youth respectfully, which 

makes their jobs easier. Part of the reason that staff felt the boys need respect is, “because a lot of 

them they never had the respect, there’s a lot of abused kids here” (Joe). 

Within this theme of respect there was a thread of this meaning that the staff don’t judge 

the youth for their crimes. A few staff mentioned the importance of “showing them respect, 

treating them like human beings” (Jack), in contrast to treating them like criminals. 

 I just try to give them respect, treat them like human beings no matter what they did.[…]  

 Which is one of the problems is they have criminal records, but they’re human beings. If 

 you don’t treat them like human beings, they know it and it shows. (Thomas) 

 

This theme of the importance of treating the young men with respect reflected a desire to see 

them as something more than a criminal by treating them like men who haven’t become 

incarcerated: “I try to talk to these guys as much like I would somebody on the outside of the 

fence.[…] So, I just try to treat them like men when they allow me to” (George). However, this 

quote expresses the idea that treating boys “like men” depends on their own behavior. In this 

way, offering respect can be a way to build character for boys. 

Guidance. The theme of youth needing guidance was also prominent among staff who 

worked with boys, although it was expressed in many different ways. Some suggested that it was 

important to let boys, “know the way other people live […] so they can get an idea of what the 

real world is like” (Charles). This idea of giving boys guidance about how to live in the outside 
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world included providing them the tools to be able to manage life after being released from the 

correctional institution, so they can “step into a life that’s, you know, more of the norm than 

where they’re at now” (Bob). In order to be successful post-release, staff felt that boys need 

guidance and some real life skills. 

You know, a lot of them don’t know how to  balance their checkbook, a lot of them don’t 

know how to cook food that’s going to help them be healthy because a lot of them are 

very health-conscious, they exercise all the time. So simple little things that I think we 

take for granted as just normal daily stuff is completely foreign to them and trying to give 

them ideas and perspectives on how to do stuff like that for when they do get out is also 

beneficial. (Jack) 

 

 For others, it was about showing the young men right from wrong in hopes that they will 

learn to do better in the future; “… sharing commonsense, what’s good and bad, simple as that, 

maybe they’ll do something good” (Juntal). This included explaining to the youth that their past 

behaviors were wrong and offering advice on how to do better. 

I mean they came obviously for doing something they’re not supposed to and since most 

of the time they need that particular advice so they can do much better with their lives 

based on their mistakes, sometimes that’s what it takes for a different person just to let 

them know and just to advise them on things that they have  done in the past that were 

actually wrong so they can do something more, have much better behavior. (John) 

 

It was suggested that guidance was important for building the character of boys to help them 

become good men because, “they’re babies when they come in, basically. They think they’re 

adults, but they’re really not” (Terry). 

Discussion 

The focus of this study is the perspectives of front line juvenile correctional staff about 

the needs of the youth they serve. There were many similarities in the ways staff who worked 

with girls and those who worked with boys characterized the needs of incarcerated young people. 

Both boys and girls were described as needing care and compassion, which included empathy, 
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encouragement, and someone to listen. Staff felt that youth need them to be “firm but fair” by 

creating an equitable distribution of consistency, dependability, and structure for all young 

people. Both groups of staff also discussed the importance of providing positive role modeling 

for the young people in their care. 

While there were many similarities in the way staff described the needs of boys and girls, 

there were a few differences that fell sharply along gender lines. Staff who worked with girls 

described the importance of building relationships with girls through positivity, physical 

affection, and focused time and attention from staff. These specific terms were not used by staff 

who worked with boys. Staff who worked with boys, on the other hand, described the need to 

build character in boys by providing them with honesty, respect, and guidance. This dichotomy 

reflects a view of girls as victims who need to build supportive relationships with staff in order to 

heal from their traumatic experiences while boys were seen more as aggressors or victimizers 

who need the consistent and firm support of staff to learn how to be good men.  

These findings confirm prior research examining the needs of incarcerated individuals 

from correctional staff, especially in terms of female inmates. The suggestion that female 

inmates need more emotional support than males is a consistent theme in the criminal justice 

literature (Pollock, 2002). Juvenile justice professionals suggest that incarcerated girls need to 

develop trusting relationships with staff in order to engage in treatment and that girls invest 

effort into building relationships with staff because they want and need to have close connections 

with others (Belknap et al., 2003). Incarcerated women report that girls in the juvenile justice 

system need caring staff who genuinely want to work with girls, including those who have 

similar background experiences and can understand what the girls have been through (Garcia & 
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Lane, 2010). Although both boys and girls report the greatest likelihood of success upon release 

from a correctional facility when they have relationships with staff that are marked by high 

levels of trust and engagement, the perceived likelihood of success for incarcerated girls is more 

correlated to relational dynamics with staff than is true for boys (Marsh & Evans, 2009).  

This study also set out to examine whether the descriptions of youth needs varied 

depending on the gender of staff. Overall, there were few differences in the ways male and 

female staff described the needs of youth. Both believed the youth in their care need the same 

sorts of things, which is consistent with prior research in adult male facilities which found that 

male and female correctional staff had comparable perceptions of inmate needs (Zupan, 1986).  

The one significant gender difference among staff was in regards to providing positive 

role modeling to youth and this was specifically noted among staff who worked with girls, 

especially in terms of their relationships with males. One woman expressed the importance of 

serving specifically as a positive female role model to show the girls how “to stand up for 

themselves” so that they would not become an “object” or be a “pushover.” A number of male 

staff suggested that they need to serve as healthy male role models to show the girls that some 

men can be “trusted” and that not all men will “abuse” or “take advantage” of them. These staff 

members believed that many of the girls had been abused by men and they felt a personal 

responsibility to demonstrate that not all males will hurt or exploit them. This reflects a form of 

paternalism on the part of male staff, which has been noted in the criminal justice literature 

(Belknap, 2007), whereby females are seen as weak or dependent and needing to be protected. 

These perspectives from staff who worked with girls were very gendered, as neither men nor 
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women who worked with boys suggested the need to serve specifically as male or female role 

models for youth.  

 While this study examines the perspectives of front line staff about their work with 

incarcerated youth, the views of staff on what young people need from them do not necessarily 

reflect the official roles and duties assigned to them by the youth authority.  Staff interviewed for 

this study stated that youth need care and compassion from them, which would suggest that this 

is a primary component of the work assignment for juvenile correctional staff. While an 

overview of the youth authority’s mission at the beginning of the group life coordinator (GLC) 

position description explains that staff, “treat others with fairness, dignity, and compassion,” 

these words are not part of the actual description of the “primary purpose” of the position (State 

Youth Authority, 2016a). Instead, the primary purpose of living unit staff is described as the, 

“daily supervision, control, and treatment of adjudicated youth…” There is nothing here that 

captures the importance of caring for youth and offering them compassion. 

The description of the primary responsibilities for living unit staff goes on to provide 

additional detail and explains that a GLC, “ensures a safe and secure environment for the public, 

youth and staff” (State Youth Authority, 2016a). The interview guide included a question about 

the staff’s primary responsibility and, by far, the most common response was "safety and 

security." This reflects the youth authority’s perspective on the role of front line staff, which is 

that, “security, safety and control take priority over all responsibilities” (State Youth Authority, 

2016a). Based on the frequency with which “safety and security” was repeated like a mantra in 

the interviews, it is likely an idea that is reinforced strongly in the training academy. For front 

line staff included in this study, they prioritized the creation of a safe environment for both youth 
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and staff while maintaining security by effectively keeping youth locked in the facility. The 

maintenance of safety was reflected in the way staff described youth as needing them to provide 

structure and consistency by being “firm but fair.” 

The more detailed description of the primary responsibilities of front line staff also 

suggests that they provide, “pro-social role modeling” by “coaching, confronting, and correcting 

the behavior of youth” (State Youth Authority, 2016a). This does, in many ways, reflect one of 

the key themes in the perspectives of staff about the importance of being positive role models for 

youth. However, the staff themselves described this part of their jobs in a much more positive 

way than the official position description. While it was certainly acknowledged that role 

modeling was an important way to show youth an example of how to be a responsible adult, this 

theme did not describe staff as needing to “confront” or “correct” youth behavior. These ideas 

were, however, reflected in the perspectives of staff who worked with boys when they talked 

about providing guidance for youth. Those staff suggested that boys needed them to explain that 

their criminal behavior was wrong so that they might behave better in the future. This idea is 

much more in line with the youth authority’s vision of staff as “correctional” officers who help 

shape incarcerated youth into pro-social adults. 

 Although the way front line staff described their work with youth did not exactly align 

with the job description as defined by the youth authority, there were many similarities between 

what staff believed youth need from them and the perspectives of developmental scientists on the 

needs of adolescents in general. Researchers suggest that optimal development in adolescence 

requires “TLC” from family: Time, Limit Setting, and Connectedness/Caring (Roth & Brooks-

Gunn, 2001). For many youth, parents and other family members supply these protective factors. 



Chapter 3: STAFF VIEWS ON WHAT YOUTH NEED  130 
 

 
 

 

However, this resource is often not available for at-risk youth; government programs, as well as 

adolescent interventions, are frequently designed to compensate for the lack (Osgood, Foster, 

Flanagan, & Ruth, 2005). Criminally involved young people are more likely to come from 

vulnerable or dysfunctional family systems, where they may not have actively involved parents 

who can provide the type of support that leads to optimal developmental outcomes (Chung, 

Little, & Steinberg, 2005). Even for those youth who do have supportive, involved parents, the 

parental role is structurally minimized when a young person is incarcerated and is functionally 

supplanted by living unit staff members. These individuals are with the youth every day, helping 

them navigate daily life and supporting their development. Consequently, correctional staff must 

provide the “TLC” that is required for optimal development in order to best support incarcerated 

youth. In fact, research finds that effective youth programs must include staff who spend 

adequate time with youth to develop a trusting relationship, provide clear and consistent rules for 

expected behavior, and care for youth such that they feel supported and understood (Roth & 

Brooks-Gunn, 2001). These research findings mirror the youth needs described by the staff 

members interviewed for this study. 

 Although the ways that front line staff described the needs of youth sound similar to what 

many would say is included in the parental role – offering care and compassion, being firm but 

fair, providing positive role modeling – very few staff members used the word “parent” to 

describe the work they do with youth. However, there were a couple of exceptions, such as the 

following quote from a female staff member in a male facility: 

 It’s funny, I kind of see us as being like their parents while they’re locked up. We’re 

 here from the time that they wake up, we’re here at the time we put them to bed, we’re 

 here all night long, we’re here through school and meals and hygiene and teaching them 

 lots of things […] we’re teaching them the things they may never have known before. 
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 How do you brush your teeth properly, how do you mop floors, how do you do laundry, 

 you know, just basic things that you would think that teenage kids would know by now 

 and they don’t have a clue. So, you know, we just kind of take over and from the point of 

 discipline and rewards and everything else, we parent them the entire time. (Ginger) 

 

This quote summarizes many of the themes highlighted in the data and describes the role of front 

line staff in a way that is very much in line with research on adolescent development. Young 

people need adults in their lives to serve in a parental capacity, spending time with them and 

establishing boundaries for appropriate behavior in the context of a caring relationship (Roth & 

Brooks-Gunn, 2001). 

While the ways that staff described what youth need from them sounds a lot like 

parenting, these adults are required to establish firm boundaries which clearly demonstrate that 

they are not taking on a parent, or even mentor, role with youth. A natural tension exists because 

front line staff are asked to take on a significant role in the lives of youth while they are 

incarcerated, but the institutional policy does not allow contact after youth leave the facility. So, 

the staff have a parent-like role with youth while they are in the correctional facility but the time 

constraints of their relationship make it ultimately very different than what a parent provides.  

Research finds that the positive impact of mentoring and other important adult/youth 

relationships is related to the length of the relationship (Futch Ehrlich, Deutsch, Fox, Johnson, & 

Varga, 2016; Grossman & Rhodes, 2002; Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2001). Adolescents in 

mentoring relationships that lasted at least a year experienced significantly more improvements 

and the number of positive effects progressively decreased for relationships that ended sooner 

(Grossman & Rhodes, 2002). Youth in mentoring relationships suggested that the length of time 

spent in relationship with an important adult was important for building a connection (Futch 
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Ehrlich et al., 2016). Clearly, having adequate time to build trust is a critical component of 

beneficial adult-youth relationships. 

While the youth authority requires that front line staff demonstrate a commitment to 

youth while they are incarcerated, staff members explained that they are required to end their 

relationships with youth upon a young person’s release and a few felt that this was 

counterproductive to all the support and care they had invested to help youth during their 

confinement. The agency’s official position is that staff may have contact with formerly 

incarcerated youth, as long as there is not an “inappropriate” or “private business” relationship 

between them (State Youth Authority, 2016b). Any contact that is more than incidental must be 

reported to the youth authority and recorded in its informational system. However, staff members 

interviewed for this study suggested that they are constrained by the youth authority and not 

allowed to continue having meaningful relationships with youth post release. 

…outside of here you can’t have any interaction. If you see them outside of here, you can 

shake their hand and say how are you doing or whatever and then go about your way. 

And then you have to come here and report it. Which, you should be able to, say a kid’s 

having a problem, if he calls here you should be able to set it up and be able to go have 

lunch with the kid, to find out what’s going on. Or if you have an opportunity where you 

know someone that runs a business or runs a company that this kid needs a job, that you 

could take him in there and be like, hey this is so and so and he was at Hoover with me 

for a while, he was one of our high tag kids. Being able to go out and tell someone that 

stuff could be super beneficial for these guys, to get them off the streets, to get them back 

from selling drugs, from stealing, because you’re willing to walk in there and say, hey, 

this guy right here, he’s gonna work out good for you. He’ll be a good employee. (Joe) 

 

Adolescent development literature confirms that positive adult-youth relationships are 

critical during this life stage and as young people transition to adulthood (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 

2001). Unfortunately, many children who become involved in the juvenile justice system don't 

have those types of relationships in their home communities (Chung et al., 2005). For these 
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youth, positive relationships developed with staff members have the potential to provide the type 

of adult support they lack and improve their developmental outcomes (Marsh & Evans, 2009). 

However, there are structural limitations to the relationships created between staff and 

incarcerated youth because they are not allowed to continue in a meaningful way once youth are 

released. This policy cuts at-risk youth off from support at the very moment in life when more 

privileged youth often get a great deal of support as they navigate adolescence and the transition 

to adulthood (Osgood et al., 2005). 

Implications: Importance of Gender Specific Programming 

The staff members interviewed for this study indicated that there are many similarities in 

the needs of incarcerated boys and girls, but there are also some differences. Prior research 

suggests that needs of females in the juvenile justice system are different from males and that 

they benefit from unique treatment strategies (Bloom, Owen, Deschenes, & Rosenbaum, 2002; 

Marsh & Evans, 2009). However, the discrepancy between the needs of criminally-involved girls 

and the available services within the juvenile justice system has been well documented (Leiber, 

2000). Incarcerated adult and young women report that justice-involved girls need gender 

specific programming that addresses their unique risk factors and life experiences (Garcia & 

Lane, 2010). For example, a history of sexual abuse is a significant predictor of recidivism for 

girls but not boys (Conrad, Tolou-Shams, Rizzo, Placella, & Brown, 2014) which suggests the 

need for programming related to this experience to reduce recidivism rates for girls. It has also 

been suggested that a relationship-building approach to rehabilitation is particularly effective for 

girls (Blevins et al., 2007), especially when it involves active and empathetic listening that 

promotes trust and information sharing (Javdani & Allen, 2016). 
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Researchers argue that attention must be paid to the specific needs of incarcerated boys as 

well, for whom hyper-masculine gender displays that may have been necessary in prior social 

contexts could prove ineffective for maintaining a pro-social, non-criminal lifestyle after release 

(Abrams & Anderson-Nathe, 2012). Gender specific programming for boys could examine the 

expressions and meanings of masculinity that the young men learned prior to incarceration and 

support them in exploring alternatives in which they could find a sense of power and self-worth 

in a less rigid, traditionally-based gender identity. It has also been suggested that adults in 

therapeutic relationships with adolescent boys must identify the unique ways that young men 

interact most effectively and adapt their methods accordingly (Kiselica, 2003). Correctional staff 

who work with boys could be trained to engage in rapport-building strategies that are tailored to 

the communication and relational styles of males in order to best support rehabilitation. 

To most effectively implement gender specific programming, it has been recommended 

that “the knowledge and wisdom of practitioners should guide program development and quality 

improvement” (Blevins et al., 2007, p. 747). This study helps fill in a gap in the juvenile justice 

research by examining the perspectives and experiences of front line correctional staff who are 

responsible for providing both daily care and treatment programming to incarcerated youth. 

Hopefully, the insight of these staff members about the needs of the young people they serve will 

be highlighted in juvenile justice policy discussions and incorporated into the implementation of 

effective youth programming.  
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Knowledge about the staff who work directly with incarcerated youth can provide insight 

into how the juvenile justice system achieves its often competing goals of incapacitation and 

rehabilitation (Abrams, Kim, & Anderson-Nathe, 2005; Inderbitzin, 2007b). Living unit staff 

members, in a variety of ways, shape the lives of these young people and are sometimes seen as 

surrogate parents (Inderbitzin, 2006). Front-line staff not only provide daily care for incarcerated 

youth, but are also responsible for the implementation of treatment programming (Abrams & 

Anderson-Nathe, 2012; Inderbitzin, 2007a). Gathering the perspectives of the living unit staff in 

juvenile justice facilities can provide a window into the ways that rehabilitation efforts, including 

those informed by PYD or gender-specific modalities, are translated into daily life for youth in 

close custody.  

Integration of Study Findings 

 Taken together, these two studies provide valuable insight into the beliefs and 

perspectives of front line staff about the differences between boys and girls, as well as the 

gendered needs of youth while they are incarcerated. There were some stark contrasts in the 

ways that staff described the characteristics and behaviors of boys and girls. These may reflect 

gender stereotypes, which are oversimplified beliefs about the traits, typical behaviors, and 

characteristics of women and men (Prentice & Carranza, 2002), but were also clearly based on 

staff experiences working in juvenile corrections and other human services fields. The way that 

young people act while they are incarcerated may be in accord with the social expectations of 

their ascribed gender role such that they reproduce and reinforce staff members’ beliefs about 

how males and females “should” behave (West & Zimmerman, 1987). In this way, the enactment 

of gender occurs through the everyday interactions between youth and staff where individuals 
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likely behave in distinctly gendered ways because of socialization processes that make these 

seem like “natural” behaviors (Lorber, 1991).  Consequently, front line staff indicated that there 

are many differences between the boys and girls they have encountered in their work 

environment. 

 Not only were more words used to describe girls overall, incarcerated girls were 

characterized using significantly more negative descriptors than was true for boys. This reflects 

other criminal justice research about the perceptions of women and girls (Baines & Alder, 1996; 

Bond-Maupin, Maupin, & Leisenring, 2002; Gaarder, Rodriguez, & Zatz, 2004; Mallicoat, 2007; 

Pollock, 1984, 1986). It appeared that staff had stronger opinions about the characteristics of 

girls and there was a clear negative bias against working with girls because they were deemed 

“more difficult.” However, the majority of staff who worked with girls enjoyed the challenge and 

stated that they would rather work in a female facility even while acknowledging that girls 

required more from them than boys would. 

 Of note, the most negative perceptions of girls came from staff who had no experience 

working with female youth. These opinions were based solely on what staff members had heard 

from others, or their own personal experiences with women and girls outside of work. Most of 

these individuals stated that they would be unwilling to work at the youth correctional facility for 

females, even if it was more conveniently located or offered advantageous shifts. Apparently, the 

actual experience of working with females proved to counteract some of the extreme negative 

bias against girls such that staff who had worked with girls could acknowledge some positive 

aspects of the experience. 
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In many ways, boys and girls were described as complete opposites. In regards to 

communication with staff, boys were characterized as reticent to talk and reserved while it was 

noted that girls were eager to talk to staff and willingly shared thoughts and feelings. These 

gendered distinctions in communication style are consistent with prior research about males and 

females in a variety of settings (Mulac, 2006; Simon & Nath, 2004; Wood, 2009) and reinforce 

socially prescribed gender scripts about mutually exclusive behavior (Bem, 1993). For both boys 

and girls, their communication styles were believed to have an impact on the treatment 

programming they received while incarcerated. Most treatment involves group talk therapy, a 

method that seemed to better suit the communication style of girls. Quite a few staff members 

indicated that girls could “get farther” in treatment than boys. Boys were described as being less 

“conducive to treatment” because they do not feel as comfortable sharing their thoughts, 

feelings, and past experiences in a group setting. 

Staff noted that boys do not actively engage with them as much as girls, which has an 

impact on the types of staff-youth relationships that are created at each facility.  The distinctions 

that staff described reflect research suggesting that males and females often place different levels 

of priority on relationships (Gilligan, 1993), which is likely due to the fact that they have been 

socialized to adopt different types of relational behavior (Chodorow, 1978). This is particularly 

true in terms of emotional reliance on significant others, where women are more likely to seek 

emotional support than men (Ryan, La Guardia, Solky-Butzel, Chirkov, & Kim, 2005). 

Consequently, it is not surprising that the staff interviewed for this study indicated that boys and 

girls prioritize staff-youth relationships differently and engage in distinct relationship behaviors 

because these tendencies has been extensively documented (Canary & Wahba, 2006). The more 
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relational style of girls, especially in regards to staff, created a different working environment for 

staff at the female facility. Girls actively solicited attention from staff and became very attached, 

often keeping in touch after leaving the facility. While a few staff who worked with boys 

described specific youth with whom they developed close relationships, this was not the norm. In 

contrast, staff who worked with girls described their relationships with youth as “meaningful,” 

both for the staff themselves and the young women.  

A particularly salient example of the difference between boys and girls was noted in the 

ways staff described youth reactions to being disciplined, especially through physical restraint. In 

the event of a “takedown” by staff, boys were described as easier because they stopped fighting 

once the staff member had them restrained and the intensity of the situation was generally 

resolved very quickly.  Staff indicated that girls, on the other hand, fought back harder once they 

were held down and that it took considerably longer for the situation to de-escalate. In addition, 

this extreme disciplinary measure often created a rift in the staff-youth relationship for a long 

period after the incident in the case of girls while boys did not seem to hold a grudge against 

staff who restrained them. 

Male staff who worked at the boys’ facilities expressed significant concern about the 

possibility of false accusations against them should they choose to work with girls. Some had 

experience working with girls and had seen first-hand how this might happen, but others had 

only heard about it from co-workers. A few male staff members working at the female facility 

felt that they needed to be careful about their interactions with youth to avoid the possibility of 

misinterpretation of their intentions, but there was less concern expressed among these staff 

about being negatively scrutinized by the administration based on allegations of sexual 
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misconduct on the part of girls. The staff at the girls’ facility felt well supported by the 

administration and indicated that even if there was an accusation, they believed their side of the 

story would be validated such that there was no real cause for concern of disciplinary action. In 

addition, staff members noted that there are security cameras installed throughout the facility and 

that these serve specifically to protect staff from false allegations of misconduct. 

Although not directly addressed in the interview guide, staff spoke at length about the 

differences in how girls and boys express conflict with their peers. It was suggested that boys are 

vocal about their conflict such that staff members can see that a physical fight is brewing. Boys 

were described as moving quickly to the level of physical conflict, followed by a fairly rapid de-

escalation of the conflict such that the involved parties can generally engage in friendly 

interaction shortly after the altercation. Girls, on the other hand, were characterized as a 

following a diametrically opposite pattern when engaged in conflict with a peer. When girls are 

not getting along, staff found them to be quiet about the discord such that there would be no 

indication a problem existed. Staff felt that girls antagonize each other in ways that do not 

always involve physical contact and that they are much slower to resort to a physical fight than 

boys. After an incidence of peer conflict, staff noted that girls are often unable to easily resume a 

friendship and can harbor resentment long after the situation has passed. These findings reflect 

prior research on the differences in anger expression for males and females, where males are 

more likely to act with overt aggression while females are more likely to engage in passive 

aggressive behavior (Guerrero, Jones, & Boburka, 2006).   
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Given the contrasts in how staff described both the attributes and behaviors of 

adjudicated boys and girls, it was interesting to find that front line staff identified many 

similarities between the needs of boys and girls while they incarcerated. This could reflect 

institutional policies about the work role of living unit staff members, but based on the responses 

of study participants these views seemed to be grounded in experience more than training. In 

fact, a number of staff members suggested that they understood more about the needs of youth 

based on their own personal and work experiences than they had learned through their education 

or training programs.  

In many ways, the things that staff felt the youth need from them reflect theories about 

adolescent development which suggest that an optimal environment includes caring adults who 

provide young people with “TLC”: Time, Limit Setting, and Connectedness/Caring (Roth & 

Brooks-Gunn, 2001). The front line staff interviewed for this study indicated that all youth need 

care and compassion, the fair distribution of consistency and structure, and positive role 

modeling. The theme of care and compassion included related concepts such as empathy, 

encouragement, and someone to listen. Staff frequently noted that youth need them to be “firm 

but fair” and in some ways this was related to the provision of care because this theme focused 

on the importance of creating safety for youth through dependable structure and boundaries.  

While both boys and girls were described as needing care and compassion from staff, 

there were some slight differences in what this meant in terms of staff-youth interactions. Staff 

indicated that girls need them to be “loving” and “nurturing,” which were not terms ever used by 

those who worked with boys. Staff members who worked with boys much more frequently 

mentioned the importance of having empathy for youths’ experiences. Those who worked with 
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girls more often expressed the importance of listening to youth as an expression of care and 

compassion than those who worked with boys. This reflects staff adherence to feminine-style 

speech patterns that utilize communication and language as a tool to encourage connection, 

understanding, and support (Wood, 2009). 

Under the theme of “firm but fair,” which was significant for both groups of staff, there 

were some notable gender differences. Although both boys and girls were described as needing 

consistency in terms of routines and rules in order to establish a safe environment, front line staff 

who worked with girls also mentioned the importance of letting girls know when their own 

schedule would change in order to make sure that the girls did not “worry” about them. None of 

the staff who worked with boys suggested that youth became concerned when staff routines 

varied or were inconsistent. This reflects the relational component that staff felt was required 

more often when working with girls. For those who worked with girls, staff-youth relationships 

were described as involving more emotional intimacy and personal disclosure which mirrors 

other research on female relationship patterns (Canary & Emmers-Sommer, 1997; Canary & 

Wahba, 2006).   

Front line staff indicated that many youth, both boys and girls, lacked consistency in their 

lives prior to incarceration and this was one of the reasons it was considered an especially 

important component of the treatment process. However, staff felt that the lack of consistency 

they had experienced made girls feel unsafe and unsupported while it allowed boys the freedom 

to engage in bad behavior. Perhaps not surprisingly, given this perspective, a few staff who 

worked with boys expressed the importance of being an “authority” who is “in command” of 

youth.  While this tone may reflect the value of establishing firm boundaries due to the physical 
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size and strength of young men, these types of terms were not used in regards to providing 

structure for girls. 

Staff members indicated that they felt it was an important component of their job to 

provide role modeling for youth. In general, this meant being an example of a healthy, law-

abiding, responsible adult for both boys and girls. Staff members suggested that the influence of 

spending time with “good” adults was an essential component of the treatment provided by the 

youth authority. This finding reflects the youth development literature which explains that much 

of the value in mentoring and other significant adult/youth relationships comes from the role 

modeling provided by a healthy, positive adult figure (Futch Ehrlich, Deutsch, Fox, Johnson, & 

Varga, 2016; Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2001). The one notable gendered difference in regards to 

this theme came from male staff who worked with girls; these men suggested that they felt an 

additional responsibility to serve specifically as a positive male role model to show the girls that 

not all males want to “exploit” or “hurt” them. This sentiment stemmed from an 

acknowledgement that many of the girls had experienced abuse at the hands of men and inspired 

an extra sense of responsibility that was not expressed by staff who worked with boys. 

Although there were many similarities in the ways front line staff described the needs of 

incarcerated boys and girls, there were also a few notable differences. The following two unique 

themes emerged from the data analysis process in regards to staff perceptions of what youth need 

from them: building relationships with girls and building character in boys. The first highlights 

staff members’ belief that it is important to build supportive relationships with girls to help them 

heal from past trauma. The second suggests that front line staff feel responsible for building 
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character in boys while they are confined so that they might leave the facility rehabilitated into 

good men. 

Staff suggested that building relationships with the girls in their care required positivity, 

physical affection, and time or attention. These types of support were seen as particularly 

valuable for expressing care and compassion specifically to girls. It was noted that girls actively 

want to create meaningful relationships with staff members, a finding that reflects prior research 

about the tendency of girls to actively create connection and seek support from others during 

times of stress (Rose & Rudolph, 2006). Staff-youth relationships are considered a critical 

component of the youth authority’s treatment programming (State Youth Authority, 2013b) and 

front line staff indicated that they feel it is important to build these connections through an active 

effort to make sure the girls feel cared for and supported. The overarching sentiment expressed 

by this theme was the importance of prioritizing the unique needs of girls in order to create an 

environment where healthy relationships could develop between youth and staff to facilitate the 

rehabilitation process.  

While it was mentioned on occasion, there was significantly less emphasis on the value 

of staff-youth relationships for the benefit of incarcerated boys. This is interesting in light of the 

fact that the youth authority’s treatment policies indicate that staff-youth relationships are 

important for both boys and girls involved in the juvenile justice system (State Youth Authority, 

2013b). In contrast to the relational needs of girls, staff suggested that boys need them to provide 

honesty, respect, and guidance in an effort to facilitate the transition to responsible adulthood. 

Through honest communication, which sometimes meant a candid assessment of a boy’s 

weaknesses, respectful behavior, and the provision of the real-life skills required for a law-
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abiding, responsible adult life, front line staff indicated that they could help boys become good 

men during their confinement. This sentiment reflected a genuine desire to help the boys develop 

the skills necessary to be successful upon their release. 

In sum, these findings suggest that gender stereotypes may be reproduced through the 

beliefs and actions of living unit staff in youth correctional facilities. It has been suggested that 

the social world is created through the actions of individuals and the subsequent interpretation of 

those actions (Howard & Hollander, 1997). The interactions between people in their daily lives 

are the very practices through which shared meaning is constructed (Burr, 2003), whether in 

regards to gender or other social classifications that serve to differentiate and explain human 

behavior (Weinberg, 2014). Given the congruence between staff perceptions of youth based on 

gender and the often rigid gendered expectations and norms that exist in society (Lorber, 1991), 

it appears likely that the interactions between staff and youth serve to, “simultaneously sustain, 

reproduce, and render legitimate” (West & Zimmerman, 1987, p. 146) the idea that gender 

distinctions are normal (Howard & Hollander, 1997). It seems likely that the gendered nature of 

staff beliefs and staff-youth interactions impact youth and their self-perceptions, however this 

area of research requires further inquiry. 

Contributions to the Literature 

 This study fills a gap in the literature by examining the ways front line staff view both 

boys and girls. Prior studies have examined correctional staff perceptions of adult male and 

female inmates (Pollock, 1984, 1986) and others have focused on the perceptions of juvenile 

justice staff in regards to how girls differ from boys in terms of their personal characteristics and 

experiences (Baines & Alder, 1996; Bond-Maupin et al., 2002; Gaarder et al., 2004; Mallicoat, 
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2007). However, no known studies have asked staff to simply describe the differences between 

incarcerated boys and girls to solicit a balanced examination of perspectives on both genders. 

In many ways, the findings of this study corroborate the composite results of prior research. 

Front line juvenile correctional staff described girls in more negative terms than was true for 

boys (Baines & Alder, 1996; Bond-Maupin et al., 2002; Gaarde, et al., 2004). In addition, 

juvenile justice staff believed girls are more difficult to work with than boys (Baines & Alder, 

1996; Gaarder et al., 2004; Kersten, 1990).  

 The persistent negative perception of criminally-involved girls relative to their male 

counterparts is problematic for a number of reasons. It is impossible to assess how the negative 

bias of staff impacts the treatment of young women throughout their involvement with the 

juvenile justice system (Belknap, 2007; Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 2014). In addition, these 

negative perceptions are likely to impact both how girls see themselves and the beliefs that boys 

have about females. The social cognitive theory of gender development suggests that the process 

is influenced by environmental factors that include the social influences of daily interactions and 

that, “under social conditions in which social roles, lifestyle patterns, and opportunity structures 

are rigidly prescribed, personal factors have less leeway to operate” (Bussey & Bandura, 1999, 

p.685). This proposes that in a total institution such as a correctional facility, where inmate life is 

rigidly structured (Goffman, 1961), the influence of environmental factors on gender beliefs and 

expression are likely to be more pronounced. Therefore, the ways that staff members talk about 

and interact with youth may be particularly influential for the gender development of both boys 

and girls.  
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Socialization is a process that occurs through interaction with family members, peers, and 

social institutions whereby a young person comes to understand and accept the beliefs and 

expectations of the culture in which he or she lives (Arnett, 1995). This includes gender role 

preparation and performance, where an adolescent learns the social expectations for someone of 

their gender. In a youth correctional facility, there are limited social influences on incarcerated 

youth beyond living unit staff and other confined young people. Staff members are therefore the 

primary adult influences on youth and it is likely that they have a strong influence on how 

incarcerated young people view themselves, as well as the opportunities they see for their future 

lives (Chung, Little, & Steinberg, 2005; Inderbitzin, 2007b). The gendered beliefs that front line 

staff have about youth, which are likely communicated through daily social interactions, may be 

a salient way that correctional staff impact how incarcerated young people view and appraise 

themselves. Consequently, the perspectives of juvenile correctional staff about the attributes of 

girls and boys is an important area of inquiry. 

While the general perceptions of boys and girls reflect prior research with both 

incarcerated adults and juveniles, including data collected decades ago (Baines & Alder, 1996; 

Dodge, 1999; Kersten, 1990; Pollock, 1984), it is interesting to note that these perspectives have 

not changed even as social gender norms and stereotypes have become more fluid and less rigid 

(Martin, Cook, & Andrews, 2016). Recent gender research suggests that traditional gender 

expectations have relaxed and that gender roles include a broader range of behaviors than was 

true in the past (DiDonato et al., 2012). Consequently, it would seem likely that the perceptions 

of those working in juvenile corrections would also adapt to reflect these social changes. If so, 

there would likely be less narrow descriptions of males and females than was found in prior 
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research. However, that was not the case. Although a few staff who worked with girls 

specifically discussed the importance of guiding young women to see themselves as capable of 

more than traditional female roles, by and large the front line staff interviewed for this study 

expressed many of the exact same perceptions of both boys and girls as has been documented in 

prior research. Perhaps it will take longer for these new social norms to become integrated into 

the belief systems of adults working in very gendered institutions such as correctional facilities.  

 This study also expands on prior literature by examining front line staff beliefs about 

what adjudicated boys and girls needs from them while incarcerated. Once again, the focus on 

the needs of both genders is unique because other studies have explored either beliefs about the 

needs of young men (Abrams & Anderson-Nathe, 2012; Inderbitzin, 2006, 2007b) or those of 

young women from the perspective of juvenile justice staff (Belknap, Winter, & Cady, 2003), 

incarcerated adult women (Garcia & Lane, 2010), or delinquent girls (Garcia & Lane, 2013). 

This is believed to be the first study that specifically compares how staff describe the needs of 

both boys and girls. If the juvenile justice system is going to effectively meet the needs of all 

incarcerated youth, it is important to explore whether boys and girls need distinct forms of care 

and support from the living unit staff who supervise them on a daily basis. This is especially true 

in a system where these staff members provide the majority of treatment programming and that 

is based on a PYD model that considers positive staff-youth relationships to be the cornerstone 

of the rehabilitation process (Butts et al., 2010; State Youth Authority, 2013b).   

The social world, including expectations about gender, is created through the daily 

interactions between individuals and the subsequent interpretation of those interactions (Howard 

& Hollander, 1997; Lorber, 1991). Gender is therefore both a process and a product, as each 
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individual constructs their own reality by enacting a specific style of social interaction into each 

situation they encounter (Bem, 1993). As such, it appears that the process of constructing gender 

through social interaction shapes the product of gender identity; “In social interaction throughout 

their lives, individuals learn what is expected, see what is expected, act and react in expected 

ways, and thus simultaneously construct and maintain the social order” (Lorber, 1991, p.280).  

This suggests that the views of front line staff about what youth need from them might be one 

salient way in which gender expectations are reproduced. If these beliefs are expressed through 

the ways that front line staff interact with youth, staff-youth relationships may serve as a 

recursive reinforcement of gender norms. 

 This study makes a notable contribution to the adolescent development literature by 

presenting the perspectives of front line correctional staff about the work they do with at-risk 

youth. Staff described their work in ways that align with the Positive Youth Development (PYD) 

model, even though they did not describe this specific model and had not received PYD training 

at the time of data collection. The PYD framework focuses on the strengths and resources that 

youth may access to promote optimal development (William, 2004).  Basically, young people are 

viewed as resources to be developed (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003) and youth development 

occurs as an adolescent develops an increasing capacity to understand the world around them and 

to act on their environment in a purposeful way (Hamilton, Hamilton, & Pittman, 2004). 

Healthy adult-youth relationships are a cornerstone of PYD programs based on research finding 

that connectedness to positive adults can be a protective factor (Fraser, Kirby, & Smokowski, 

2004) and reduce risk behaviors (Kirby, 2001), thereby having a positive effect on the capacity 

of adolescents to become successful young adults (Wolfe, Jaffe, & Crooks, 2008). The findings 
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from this study indicate that the first-hand experiences of staff within the juvenile correctional 

field have informed their beliefs about the ideal treatment for youth, which aligns with the 

theoretical PYD model. While the PYD model suggests the optimal developmental conditions 

for all children, it does not address the specific challenges or adversities that some may face 

which could negatively impact the developmental process (Damon, 2004). Perhaps the results of 

this study will serve as further validation of the value of incorporating PYD principles into 

interventions and treatment programs specifically for at-risk youth. 

The perspectives of living unit staff members that young men and women need different 

things from them, especially in terms of treatment, reflects prior literature and suggests the 

importance of gender-specific programming designed to meet the unique needs of both boys and 

girls. While the juvenile justice system was designed with a one-size-fits-all treatment model 

(Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 2014), adolescent development research has promoted the value of 

gender-specific programming that addresses the distinct risk experiences and pathways to crime 

of delinquent boys and girls (Day et al., 2015; Walker, Bishop, Nurius, & Logan-Greene, 2016; 

Zahn et al., 2010). The staff interviewed for this study suggested that girls react differently to the 

stress of confinement than boys and actively create meaningful staff-youth relationships, findings 

which are supported by prior research (Bogat & Liang, 2005; Gilligan, 1993; Rose et al., 2004).  

The needs of boys, as described by staff, also reflected current research. It was noted that boys 

can handle direct communication from staff (Mulac, 2006) and prefer to avoid the disclosure of 

personal information because it may imply weakness or vulnerability (Saurer & Eisler, 1990). 

Rather than talk about their distress, boys were seen as preferring to engage in distractions 

(Guerrero et al., 2006).  Given the fact that living unit staff in juvenile correctional facilities are 
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charged with implementing treatment programming for youth (Inderbitzin, 2007a), the staff 

perspectives that have been elucidated by this study add a valuable component to the existing 

literature. 

Implications 

The viewpoints of front line staff in juvenile corrections facilities provide a unique 

window into the daily lived experiences of individuals who perform human service work with an 

especially vulnerable population. These first-hand accounts are especially valuable because this 

work, which is primarily focused on the rehabilitation of at-risk youth, occurs outside of the 

public eye. While there is limited research that explores the attitudes and experiences of juvenile 

correctional staff (Abrams & Anderson-Nathe, 2012; Inderbitzin, 2006, 2007b), this has been 

called “a neglected group of inquiry” (Gordon, 1999, p. 313). It has also been suggested that 

qualitative research is the ideal method for exploring the “messy reality” of juvenile correctional 

facilities because it can expose more nuanced perspectives than is generally possible with 

quantitative research (Hussemann & Page, 2011, p. 79). Through in-depth interviews with front 

line staff members, this study has collected the perspectives of individuals who have many years 

of experience working in juvenile corrections and understand what the work entails based on 

their own daily experiences. This knowledge is an important complement to the adolescent 

development research and should be valued for its unique contribution. Therefore, the findings of 

this study have important implications for the application of juvenile justice policies and staff 

training programs. 

 Front line staff members are the primary socializing agents for incarcerated youth 

(Arnett, 1995). This is especially true due to the closed nature of correctional facilities where 
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individuals have limited social contact (Goffman, 1961). Relationships between staff and youth 

can impact the adolescent development process, including how youth feel about themselves and 

their future (Eccles et al., 1993; Masten & Coatsworth, 1998). Because living unit staff have the 

potential to significantly impact not only the lived experience of incarcerated youth (Inderbitzin, 

2006), but also their intervention programming (Abrams et al., 2005) and treatment outcomes 

(Schubert, Mulvey, Loughran, & Losoya, 2012), it is crucial that their perspectives about the 

youth they serve be examined and understood. The influence of these adults on vulnerable youth, 

many of whom come from at-risk or dysfunctional family systems that cannot provide the type 

of support that leads to optimal developmental outcomes (Chung et al., 2005), cannot be 

overstated. Consequently, what living unit staff believe and say about youth really matters. These 

beliefs surely impact how they talk to and interact with incarcerated boys and girls. Given the 

role of front line staff as the cornerstone of the youth authority’s rehabilitation efforts (State 

Youth Authority, 2013b), it is important to understand what they believe about the youth they 

care for and how they feel they can best serve youth. 

 Living unit staff members are responsible for treatment programming in the state’s youth 

correctional facilities and staff-youth relationships are a primary component in its efforts to 

rehabilitate delinquent youth (State Youth Authority, 2013b). If treatment programs are to be 

effective, they must be implemented by people who are committed to the program methods and 

goals. Especially when treatment is based on PYD principles or is using a gender-specific focus, 

it is important to understand the perspectives of staff about the needs of youth and the ability of 

current programming methods to best meet those needs. Any evaluation of treatment programs in 
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the juvenile justice system must examine the perspectives of front line staff in order to determine 

their commitment and fidelity to program components and goals. 

 Front line correctional staff have first-hand experience working with incarcerated youth. 

The majority of those interviewed for this study have worked with both boys and girls and some 

have many years of experience working in youth correctional facilities. The more experienced 

staff members have witnessed the theoretical pendulum swing back and forth between a 

punishment-focused and rehabilitative model of care for delinquent youth (Steinberg, 2009). 

They have seen for themselves what does, and doesn’t, work for the youth they serve and 

therefore their perspective on the needs of youth is especially valuable. This is not a theoretical 

perspective, but based on the lived experience of actually working with at-risk youth. Any 

assessment of the effectiveness of the youth authority’s rehabilitation efforts should include the 

viewpoints of those who have worked in juvenile correctional facilities and can speak first-hand 

about their value. 

 Gender-specific programming for incarcerated youth. Given the research base about 

the different developmental needs and relational styles of males and females (Canary & Wahba, 

2006; Chodorow, 1978; Gilligan, 1993; Pennington & Turner, 2004), adolescent interventions 

need to serve the unique needs of boys and girls (Bloom, Owen, Deschenes, & Rosenbaum, 

2002; Marsh & Evans, 2009).  In fact, there is a current push to provide gender specific 

programming for incarcerated youth (Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 2014; Day et al., 2015; Walker, 

Muno, & Sullivan-Colglazier, 2015). When creating these programs, it is important to 

incorporate the views of staff who work with this population (Blevins, Cullen, & Sundt, 2007) 
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and have experience in terms of what is effective about specific types of treatment programming 

for boys and girls.  

The findings from this study point to the value of different treatment modalities or 

strategies for incarcerated boys and girls. Front line staff interviewed for this study suggested 

that staff-youth relationships are especially important for girls. They noted that these 

relationships must be developed through the expression of care and compassion, especially by 

listening to girls. This reflects prior research which found that a relationship-building approach is 

particularly effective for the rehabilitation of girls (Blevins et al., 2007), especially when it 

involves active and empathetic listening that promotes trust and information sharing (Javdani & 

Allen, 2016). Females often use self-disclosure to enhance intimacy in relationships (Canary & 

Emmers-Sommer, 1997), which suggests that this may be an important way that incarcerated 

girls create meaningful connections with staff members.  

As positive relationships with staff have been identified as a key component of 

intervention programs for delinquent girls (Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 2014), creating 

opportunities for staff to develop these relationships seems particularly important. The process 

must surely start with staff members who genuinely enjoy working with girls (Garcia & Lane, 

2010) and are invested in a relationship-building model of care. The staff interviewed for this 

study noted that these relationships take extra time and effort on their part. They stressed the 

need to be positive when working with girls, even when struggling with their own personal 

issues, and giving the girls undivided attention. This time and attention was identified as crucial 

because it helps the girls feel important and creates a space for them to share their thoughts and 

feelings. Staff specifically mentioned the value of spending time with girls engaged in fun 
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activities which help build camaraderie and trust. While all living unit staff spend a significant 

amount of time directly supervising youth, the findings of this study suggest that treatment 

programming for girls ideally occurs in an environment that provides opportunities for staff to 

actively create positive, supportive relationships with youth. 

The front line staff interviewed for this study described boys as reserved and said they are 

reticent to share thoughts and feelings, findings that are supported by prior research about the 

communication style of males (Mulac, 2006). Staff members indicated that this is especially true 

in a group setting, where boys do not feel comfortable talking about their traumatic experiences 

and feelings. Instead, they tend to boast about past risky behavior or exaggerate their criminal 

activities in attempt to gain respect from the other group members. These observations are 

consistent with prior research, which suggests that males tend to avoid the disclosure of personal 

information that may imply weakness or vulnerability (Saurer & Eisler, 1990) and often use 

conversation as a way to negotiate social position (Wood, 2009). Correctional officers have 

noted this same tendency in adult male inmates, who have been found to suppress their emotions 

behind a “tough guy” façade (Pollock, 1984).  

Staff in this study believed that boys’ hesitation to share their thoughts and feelings made 

it more difficult to make progress with them in the traditional treatment modality of talk therapy 

that is employed by the youth authority (State Youth Authority, 2013b). Prior qualitative 

research in a male youth correctional facility noted a distinct tension in the way displays of 

emotion were monitored by staff; negative emotions such as anger were not tolerated while the 

honest expression of other emotions was encouraged as a part of the therapeutic model (Abrams 

& Anderson-Nathe, 2012). It has been suggested that “gender responsive programming is in 
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many ways ‘girl responsive programming,’’’ (Day et al., 2015, p. 120) because it encourages 

youth to talk about their emotions as opposed to focusing on the outward actions and expressions 

of these emotions, which is a more common communication style for boys (Wood, 2009). The 

findings from this study corroborate prior research and support the need for treatment 

programming that is tailored to the distinct communication and relational styles of males. 

Perhaps individualized talk therapy would be more appropriate for boys than group therapy. It 

might also be possible to help boys process their thoughts and feelings through physical activity 

or art expression rather than direct verbal communication. 

While staff-youth relationships are the cornerstone of the youth authority’s rehabilitation 

efforts for all youth (State Youth Authority, 2013b), the staff interviewed for this study 

suggested that relationships with boys are very different than the ones developed with girls. 

Perhaps living unit staff should be encouraged to identify the unique ways that young men 

interact most effectively and adapt their relationship building methods accordingly (Kiselica, 

2003). While this study found that staff feel a responsibility to build character in the young men 

they supervise, which suggests a gendered approach to rehabilitation, it is important to 

acknowledge that the types of masculine gender displays that may have helped boys survive in 

prior social contexts could be ineffective for maintaining a pro-social, non-criminal lifestyle after 

release (Abrams & Anderson-Nathe, 2012). Perhaps gender specific programming for boys could 

aim to explore the expressions and meanings of masculinity that the young men learned prior to 

their incarceration.  Through the development of positive staff-youth relationships, front line 

staff could support boys to find alternative ways to create a sense of power and validate their 

self-worth in a group setting. 
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For both boys and girls, for whom relationships with staff have the potential to improve 

long term developmental outcomes, the youth authority’s policy of severely curtailing staff-

youth relationships post release must be examined. While the importance of protecting both staff 

and youth from interactions that may seem threatening or be manipulative cannot be minimized, 

a number of living unit staff interviewed for this study wanted the opportunity to continue their 

relationships with specific youth. Given the emphasis on healthy adult-youth relationships within 

the PYD model, which has been adopted by the state’s juvenile justice system, it may be 

damaging to youth that these relationships must end abruptly upon their release from the 

correctional facility. In addition, some staff clearly felt constrained in their ability to support 

youth with whom they had developed meaningful relationships. 

 This study suggests that it is crucial to understand the risk experiences of incarcerated 

youth because this has implications for disciplinary approaches, especially if the youth authority 

is committed to providing trauma informed care (State Youth Authority, 2013b). Based on the 

perspectives of the staff in this study, physical restraint is more difficult, and perhaps triggering, 

for girls than boys. The fact that girls react more negatively to physical restraint than boys is 

probably a reflection of their risk experiences. Girls are more likely to have been sexually 

victimized than boys, and have more traumatic experiences as well as histories of abuse 

(Belknap & Holsinger, 2006, National Center for Juvenile Justice, 2014, Sedlak & McPherson, 

2010). In addition, girls often have multiple experiences with violence in their homes and 

communities (Morash, 2015) and the risk of poly-victimization is significantly higher for girls 

(Ford, Grasso, Hawke, & Chapman, 2013).  While gender differences in risk experiences are 

clearly well-documented (Chesney-Lind & Shelden, 2014), it appears that these findings have 
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not yet been integrated into the state’s juvenile justice policies regarding youth discipline. 

Perhaps the perspectives of staff, which seem to corroborate risk research, will validate the need 

for further discussion about the best ways to discipline youth in order to avoid further trauma. 

 Gender-focused correctional staff training and development. The findings from this 

study have implications for the training of youth correctional staff. One of the most striking 

themes in the interview data was the persistent negative perception of girls. This was most 

evident among staff members who had never worked with girls, but was also present among 

many of those who had. These perspectives are likely reflected in the ways that staff talk about, 

and to, incarcerated girls. This has implications for how girls in close custody might feel about 

themselves and their future opportunities. Incarcerated young men also hear these gendered 

messages from staff, which may impact not only how they feel about themselves as males but 

also what they believe about women/girls. For both boys and girls, the gendered messages they 

receive from staff may influence how they expect to be treated by members of the opposite 

gender as well as how they feel individuals from the other gender should be treated. These 

beliefs have implications for beyond the time youth spend incarcerated because they will likely 

impact their future relationships. 

Staff development and training programs should present a balanced view of both girls 

and boys, pointing out potential differences but also highlighting the strengths of both. The youth 

authority should be open about the unique needs of boys and girls and what these mean for staff 

in terms of work conditions and job requirements. For example, experienced staff suggested that 

working with girls requires more listening and active relationship building. Ideally, staff should 

work with the gender that is the best fit for their temperament and preferences. Living unit staff 
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members should be counseled about the potential impact of their gendered beliefs on the 

perspectives of the youth they supervise and be advised to be mindful of their words and actions 

when working with incarcerated boys and girls. 

 Many staff members indicated that they take overtime or substitute shifts in other 

facilities, including those that serve the other gender than their primary facility. If a staff member 

has negative perceptions of youth of a particular gender, it does not seem appropriate or ideal for 

that person to be placed in a position of power and authority over youth of that gender. While it 

is possible that staff members may not be honest with the youth authority about their negative 

perceptions of one gender or the other, these attitudes should be discussed to explore any 

potential negative bias. Staffing decisions should be mindful of whether staff members are 

willing and able to work with a specific gender of youth so that any potential negative 

repercussions of negative beliefs are minimized. 

Staff beliefs about the gendered attributes of youth not only impact the young people they 

care for, but also impact the beliefs of other staff members. The staff from this study who 

expressed the most negative views of girls had only heard about working with female youth from 

other staff members. They were told by various types of staff that girls are more difficult and 

consequently adopted those same beliefs for themselves. This suggests that staff training should 

address the fact that living unit staff members hear the ways that their colleagues talk about both 

boys and girls and this can influence their own beliefs about youth in the juvenile justice system. 

 Male staff included in this study expressed a significant fear of allegations of 

inappropriate sexual contact on the part of the girls, a fear that does not reflect the current 

statistics from both state and national level juvenile justice systems. If this fear is exaggerated 
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among staff, it should be addressed in training and development programs. Many male staff 

indicated that they do not want to work with girls specifically because they are concerned about 

false accusations, which may shrink the pool of potentially qualified staff members. While it 

seems ill-advised to place staff in a facility that houses youth with whom they do not wish to 

work, perhaps staff concerns about the dangers inherent in working with girls could be 

minimized with increased education and training. 

 Finally, juvenile correctional staff should receive ongoing training and development that 

incorporates the latest evidence-based research about the most effective strategies for 

rehabilitating delinquent boys and girls. Future research must explore the potential benefits of 

gender-responsive, as well as gender-neutral, treatment programming for both male and female 

youth. The specific components of these programs must be analyzed to determine which work 

best for the different types of youth served by the juvenile justice system. If gender-responsive 

programming is proven most effective, it should be integrated into juvenile justice policies. 

Ultimately, all policy decisions should be made with an eye toward incorporating the 

perspectives of front line staff members who have experience working with youth and are 

responsible for implementing treatment programming. 

 Front line juvenile correctional staff are the primary adult influences on the lives of 

incarcerated young people. Consequently, their beliefs about and interactions with the youth they 

serve must surely impact how those young men and women feel about themselves and their 

future opportunities. This study found significant gendered differences in the ways that living 

unit staff described incarcerated boys and girls, which has the potential to shape the gender 

identities of those young people as well as their beliefs about members of the opposite gender. 
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While there were many similarities in what staff believed young men and women need from 

them while incarcerated, there were some notable gender differences. These have implications 

for the ways that staff members attempt to rehabilitate youth and could potentially reinforce 

gender stereotypes, allowing youth fewer opportunities to explore non-traditional gender 

identities and roles. In a juvenile justice system that is focused on rehabilitation and wants to 

provide youth maximal opportunities for success post-release, it is important to understand the 

beliefs and experiences of the staff who provide daily care to youth and also implement 

treatment programming. These individuals are in a unique position to positively impact the lives 

of at-risk youth and consequently, their perspectives on the young people they serve genuinely 

matter. 
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Table 1: Primary facility descriptions 

Monroe YCF – Boys  only Hoover YCF – Boys only Madison YCF – Girls only 

Unit  

name 

Program 

features 

Number 

of beds 

Average  

length of 

stay 

Total 

# of  

staff 

Unit name Program 

features 

Number 

of beds 

Average  

length 

of stay 

Total 

 # of  

staff 

Unit 

name 

Program 

features 

Number 

of beds 

Average  

length of 

stay 

Total 

# of  

staff 

Pine Leadership 

Unit, Older 

youth ages 19-

25, all enrolled 

in college or 

vocation  

25-28 3-4 

years 

~10 Oak Violent 

Offenders, 

17+ years 

old 

25-28 1-3 

years 

~11 Laurel <17.5 years 

old 

25-30 6-9 

months 

~20 

Maple Violent 

offenders, 

General 

Population, 

ages 18-22 

25-28 3-4 

years 

~10 Sycamore Drug & 

Alcohol, 

Chemically 

dependent, 

ages 14-18  

23-25 1-3 

years 

~11 Willow >17.5 years 

old 

25-30 6-9 

months 

~20 

Juniper General 

Population, 

ages 18-22 

25-28 1-3 

years 

~10 Alder Drug & 

Alcohol, 

Abuse 

level use, 

ages 14-18  

23-25 1-3 

years 

~11      

Cypress General 

Population, 

some mental 

health and sex 

offenders, ages 

18-20 

25-28 3-4 

years 

~10 Redwood Mental 

health 

diagnosis, 

<15 years 

old 

14-19 1-3 

years 

~10      
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Elm Behavior 

modification 

treatment, ages 

15-18 

17-20 30-90 

days 

~10 Larch Intake 

Unit, Older 

youth, 16+ 

years old 

20 30-45 

days 

~11      

Teak Mental health 

diagnosis, >16 

years old 

17-20 2-3 

years 

~10 Hawthorn Intake 

Unit, 

Parole 

Violators, 

age 17+  

20 30-45 

days 

~11      

     Poplar 

(plan to 

close) 

Intake 

Unit, ages 

12-16  

20 30-45 

days 

~11      
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Table 2: Sampling frequencies from each facility 

Monroe Hoover Madison 

 Male Female Total  Male Female Total  Male Female Total 

Pine 3 2 5 Oak 6 0 6 Laurel 7 3 10 

Maple 5 1 6 Sycamore 3 3 6 Willow 5 6 11 

Juniper 7 0 7 Alder 5 2 7     

Total 15 (83%) 3 (17%) 18 Total 14 (74%) 5 (26%) 19 Total 12 (57%) 9 (43%) 21 

Actual Staff 86% 14%   79% 21%  Actual Staff 57% 43%  
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Table 3: Sample demographic characteristics 

Demographic Characteristics Number or Mean Percentage Range 

Gender    

• Male 41 71%  

• Female 17 29%  

Age (in years) 44.22   26-63 

Race/Ethnicity    

• White 42 73%  

• Hispanic 7 12%  

• Black 3 5%  

• Native American or Pacific Islander 6 10%  

Education    

• High School or GED 6 10%  

• Some College 18 31%  

• Associate’s Degree 11 19%  

• Bachelor’s Degree 21 37%  

• Master’s Degree 2 3%  

Parental Status    

• No Children 10 17%  

• Has Children 48 83%  

Number of Years at Youth Authority 12.45   1-35 

Experience with Boys/Girls    

• Only Worked with Boys 12 21%  

• Only Worked with Girls 2 3%  

• Worked with Both Boys and Girls 44 76%  
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Appendix 1: Interview schedule 

 

• Career path 

a. How long have you worked as a living unit staff person at the youth authority?  

b. What is your current position? 

c. What was your career path that led to this specific job? 
 

• Motivation and responsibilities 

a. Why do you do this work? What motivates you to come to work every day? 

b. What is your primary responsibility as a unit staff person? 

c. What are your other responsibilities? 

d. What is your role in the lives of the kids in in this facility? 

e. What do the youth in your care need from you? 

f. What characteristics or behaviors are important for effective living unit staff? 

g. Are there characteristics or behaviors that you think makes living unit staff less 

effective? 

h. What are your goals for the youth you work with during their stay here? 
 

• Job feelings/experiences 

a. What part of your job do you like best? 

b. What part do you like least? 

c. Do you prefer to work with girls or boys? Why? 

d. What are some of your strengths as a living unit staff? Why are those valuable in this 

type of work? 

e. Which youth (based on YRS typology) do you work with most effectively? Why? 

f. Which type of youth do you find most challenging? Why? 

g. How have your own personal experiences impacted how you work with youth? 

h. What do you wish people outside of juvenile corrections knew about your job? 
 

• Beliefs about delinquency and rehabilitation 

a. What leads youth to engage in delinquent behavior? 

b. How are delinquent youth different from other adolescents? 

c. What do youth need to change the behavior that brought them here? 

d. What is the best type of intervention for youth in close custody? 

e. What are some possible risks for youth of being held in close custody? 
 

• Demographic information 

a. Age 

b. Gender 

c. Educational attainment 

 

 

 


