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Abstract

In this article we address several issues regarding problem or antisocial behavior in adolescents. First, we discuss
conceptualizations of adolescent problem behavior to answer the question “What do we think we know so far?”
Then, we briefly characterize current interventions designed to reduce these behaviors, and their relative success in
doing so. Next, we examine earlier attempts to prevent and ameliorate problem behavior (including juvenile
delinquency), situating them in the historical context of America from the turn of the century to World War II.
Here, we attempt to answer the questions “How did we get to where we are?” and “How can we learn from the
past?” Following this, we try to answer the question “Where do we go from here?” and articulate some research and
policy implications relevant to developmental psychopathology that arise from these considerations. We argue that
problem behavior is viewed most productively in its double aspect, which John Hughlings Jackson called a “double
symptom,” with the positive aspect of the symptom reflecting adolescents’ attempts to satisfy their developmental

needs.

Youth loves intense states of mind and is passion-
ately fond of excitement. . . . It is a natural impulse
to experience hot and perfervid psychic states, and
is characterized by emotionalism. This desire to
feel and to be very much alive, and the horror of
inertness and apathy, is...one of the chief fea-
tures which incline youth to intoxicants. . . . Hence
comes the proclivity to superlativeness, to high, lu-
rid color and fast life, because youth must have
excitement, and if this be not at hand in the form
of moral and intellectual enthusiasms, it is more
prone . . . to be sought for in sex or in drink. Ath-
letic enthusiasm, the disposition of high school and
college youth to yell and paint the town, to laugh,
become boisterous and convivial, are better than
sensuality and reduce temptation to it. (Hall, 1904,
Vol. 11, p. 77)
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The symptomatology of nervous diseases is a dou-
ble condition; there is a negative and there is a pos-
itive element in every case. ... The most absurd
mentation, and most extravagant actions in insane
people are the survivals of their fittest states. (Jack-
son, 1884, p. 46)

Problem behavior has been defined as “behav-
ior that departs from familial or social stan-
dards, that poses some risk to the individual
or to society” (Maggs & Galambos, 1993, p.
79). Similarly, Jessor (1992) defined “risk be-
havior” as “any behavior that can compromise
healthy psychosocial aspects of successful ad-
olescent development” (p. 375). Jessor (1992,
1993) included in his list of common risk be-
haviors smoking, drinking, illicit drug use,
precocious sexual behavior, drunk driving,
truancy, school and family problems, and de-
linquency.

Clinical psychologists and psychiatrists
have, for the most part, considered problem
behaviors as manifestations of underlying
mental disorders. Specifically, such labels as
“conduct disorder” and “oppositional—defiant
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disorder” have been used as nosological
categories into which are dumped a broad
spectrum of adolescent behaviors. Several ar-
guments have been put forth as to the inappro-
priateness of pathologizing what may be nor-
mative adolescent behavior (e.g., Cicchetti,
1993; Richters & Cicchetti, 1993). Wakefield
(1992) has argued forcefully that behaviors
should not be characterized as mental disor-
ders unless they meet criteria for “harmful
dysfunction.” Males (1996), writing in a more
popular vein, has noted that we have been
rather cavalier in our application of the lan-
guage of mental disorder to adolescent prob-
lem behavior.

While developmental psychologists com-
monly refer to troublesome teen behaviors as
“problem behaviors,” professionals within the
legal community label similar antisocial be-
haviors as “delinquent.” More precisely, “de-
linquent behavior” typically refers to behav-
iors that are (a) engaged in by adolescents and
(b) labeled “criminal” by society. That is, de-
linquency is a socially and legally defined
problem behavior (Reckless & Dinitz, 1972).

In this paper we address several issues re-
garding problem or antisocial behavior. First,
we discuss conceptualizations of adolescent
problem behavior to answer the question
“What do we think we know so far?” Then
we briefly characterize current interventions
designed to reduce these behaviors, and their
relative success in doing so. Next, we exam-
ine earlier attempts to prevent and ameliorate
problem behavior (including juvenile delin-
quency), situating them in the historical con-
text of America from the turn of the century
to World War II. Here, we attempt to answer
the questions “How did we get to where we
are?” and “How can we learn from the past?”
Following this, we try to answer the question
“Where do we go from here?” and articulate
some research and policy implications rele-
vant to developmental psychopathology that
arise from these considerations. We will limit
our discussion by focusing on “externalizing”
behaviors, and will not consider such adoles-
cent difficulties as depression, suicidal ide-
ation, or eating disorders. Nor will we con-
sider severely compromised adolescents (i.e.,
those whose chronic antisocial behavior pat-
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terns seem to be the result of long-term cumu-
lative effects; Yoshikawa, 1994).

What Do We Know?

What’s the problem? What are problem
behaviors? Who'’s engaging in them?

Antisocial behaviors committed by teens con-
tinue to be an anxiety-provoking issue for
most adults. According to the Annie E. Casey
Foundation (1993), in 1991 over 130,000
teenagers ages 10—17 years were arrested for
violent crimes including rape, robbery, homi-
cide, and aggravated assault—a 48% increase
since 1986. According to the Monitoring the
Future Survey (Johnston, 1995; Johnston,
O’Malley, & Bachman, 1995), in 1992 the
use of marijuana by high school seniors in-
creased more than 50%; marijuana use nearly
doubled among 10th graders. Further, esti-
mates suggest that over 1 million unwed 15-
to 19-year-old girls become pregnant each
year (Alan Guttmacher Institute, 1994).
These troubling statistics, and the public
perception that teens in America are on a
crime rampage, may not reflect an accurate
description of the prevalence, incidence, or
social costs of antisocial behavior committed
by young people. Nor do the statistics bear
out the myth that antisocial behavior is solely,
or even largely, a problem of adolescence.
“Crime statistics” are open to different inter-
pretations (Males, 1996). For instance, while
violent crime arrests did rise sharply from
1975 to 1995 among adolescents, during that
same period violent crime arrests rose even
more sharply among adults (i.e., up 89%).
While 33% of high school seniors reported
using marijuana once or more during the past
year, Johnston et al.’s (1995) survey results
can also be read to indicate that 66% of high
school seniors, 75% of sophomores, and 87%
of 8th graders had not used marijuana even
once in the previous year; 51% of high school
seniors, 57% of 10th graders, and 65% of 8th
graders had “never used an illegal drug even
once in their lives” (p. 165). While teenage
pregnancy is a growing concern, Males
(1996) points out that the majority of teen
pregnancies are fathered by adult males (i.e.,
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over two thirds in most states where records
are kept); that is, it’s not kids having sex with
kids, it’s adults having sex with kids. In short,
while adults might prefer to believe that the
problem of antisocial behavior rests squarely
on the shoulders of America’s teenagers,
Males argues that the nature of the offense is
what makes antisocial behavior problem-
atic—not the offender’s age.

In the same vein, Rutter, Giller, and Hagell
(1998) have pointed that “Crime is a moving
target. Establishing definitions, overall levels,
and historical trends all involve estimates
rather than facts. Each source of information
is subject to different biases and distortions.
The vast majority of antisocial behaviors do
not become official statistics” (p. 62). The
fact is that we simply don’t have reliable and
valid numerical indices of the magnitude of
the problem.

Age, gender, and delinquency

Official crime statistics suggest that adoles-
cents are involved disproportionately in anti-
social behavior. According to the 1995 Uni-
form Crime Report (FBI, 1995), juveniles
accounted for about 19% of all arrests and for
33% of all serious crime arrests, even though
teens make up only one eighth of the total
population. These national data have typically
indicated that young women account for a far
smaller proportion of recorded offenses than
do young men (Rutter et al., 1998). Several
researchers explain this difference as being
due to differing sociocultural expectations for
males and females in the expression of “act-
ing out,” and to a concomitant lack of appro-
priate diagnostic criteria for female antisocial
behavior (Zahn—Waxler, 1993; Zoccolillo,
1993). Recent evidence suggests that this gen-
der gap is being narrowed (Henggeler,
Schoenwald, Bourduin, Rowland, & Cunning-
ham, 1998).

Researchers generally agree that age is re-
lated inversely to criminality (Farrington,
1986; Henggeler, 1989). Specifically, rates of
crime tend to “peak sharply at about age 17
and drop precipitously in young adulthood”
(Moffitt, 1993). Hirschi and Gottfredson (1983)
have argued that regardless of social vari-
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ables, people commit fewer crimes as they get
older. According to data collected by the
Institute for Social Research, involvement in
assault, gang fighting, robbery, stealing,
and trespass declines substantially between
ages 17 and 23 years (O’Malley, Bachman, &
Johnston, 1989). According to self-reports,
adolescents commit fewer crimes as they ma-
ture (Siegel & Senna, 1997). Collectively
these data indicate that antisocial behavior is
particularly problematic during adolescence.

Who commits the crimes? Distinguishing
between life-course-persistent (LCP) and
adolescence-limited (AL) offenders

How many teenagers in America are involved
in delinquent behavior? Self-report surveys
indicate that 60—-80% (depending on the sur-
vey sample) of teens report having been in-
volved in delinquent behavior at one time or
another (Bachman, Johnston, & O’Malley,
1996; Elliott, Ageton, Huizinga, Knowles, &
Canter, 1983). While estimates vary, the bulk
of research suggests that (a) adolescents ac-
count for about 30% of all the crimes commit-
ted in the United States; (b) the rate of crime
committed by teens has increased signifi-
cantly over the last 50 years throughout the
Western world; and (c) violent crimes have
also increased, especially in the United States
(Rutter et al., 1998). Still, we do not know
with any certainty just how many teens are
involved in delinquent behavior.
Overwhelmingly, research has shown that
a relatively small number (percentage) of
teenagers account for the majority of the
crimes. Teenagers whom Moffitt (1993) has
characterized as “life-course-persistent” (LCP)
offenders account for the vast majority of the
crimes committed. Teenagers who engage in
LCP delinquent behavior can be distinguished
from ““adolescence-limited* (AL) teenagers by
early onset, and by the association between
their antisocial behavior and hyperactivity
(or attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder
[ADHD]), academic failure, and aggressive-
ness or violence. For these LCP adolescents
(5—7% of the teens getting into trouble), very
early intervention for both the child and the
child’s family appears to be the only effective
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strategy (Bartusch et al., 1997; Rutter et al.,
1998; Yoshikawa, 1994). In contrast, for teens
whose participation in antisocial behavior
seems to be adolescence limited, strategies for
intervention are far less clear.

Still, if the data suggesting that up to 80%
of teens in America engage in delinquent be-
havior at some time in their lives reflect fact,
then we need to face the troubling argument
that engaging in delinquent behavior is nor-
mative for American youth. For antisocial
behavior to be considered by society both a
significant problem and developmentally nor-
mative is truly enigmatic. How do we explain,
much less resolve, this dilemma?

Present explanations for the relationship
between age and delinquency?

The etiology of LCP and AL antisocial behav-
ior may be different or may be developed
through different pathways (Loeber, 1996).
As opposed to teens whose antisocial behav-
ior has early onset and is associated with
ADHD, academic failure, and aggression,
Moffitt (1993) proposes that youth who begin
engaging in antisocial behavior during adoles-
cence do so because of pressures associated
with the gap between their biological and so-
cial age. As adolescents go through the indi-
viduation process, their need to feel important
and that they have essential contributions to
make to their family, school, and society
strengthens markedly. Moffitt hypothesizes
that because society is and has been ambiva-
lent about when teens become adults (i.e.,
there are no official rites of passage into
adulthood except for being allowed to engage
in tobacco and alcohol consumption and have
sex), teenagers participate in prohibited adult
behaviors to give themselves the feeling of
being adult. Because chronic delinquents have
been engaging in antisocial behavior for a
long time, “normal” teenagers simply mimic
the “braver, more experienced” antisocial
teens in their pseudoadult behavior (Moffitt,
1993). In effect, Moffitt hypothesizes that
finding successful passage into adulthood
should be associated with lower rates of delin-
quent involvement.
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In support of this, Rand (1987) found that
changing lifestyles also appear to influence
offending patterns. For example, delinquent
youths who got married early, earned a high
school diploma, and received vocational train-
ing through the armed services were the most
likely to give up their criminal behavior
(Rand, 1987). Rutter and his colleagues (1998)
have hypothesized that the peak age for of-
fending may be associated with changes in
opportunities for employment and education,
since the peak age occurs progressively later
in countries where education is prolonged and
employment is less likely during adolescence.
Likewise, both Arnett (1999) and Steinberg
(1998) note that when adolescents take part
daily in adult activities, or when they work to
help support their families, they have fewer
problems. Teenagers need legitimate ways to
expend their energies and resources. From
this perspective, antisocial behavior is norma-
tive only because our society fails to allow
teens other means of adult expression.

Similarly, researchers have claimed that
antisocial behavior is associated with other
developmental tasks facing teens. Specifi-
cally, Arnett (1999) has argued that adoles-
cence-limited behavior is caused by the bio-
logical disruptions inherent during puberty,
the degree of independence allowed by adults
and expected by adolescents and the focus on
individualism in Western culture, and the dif-
ficulties that go along with facing inherently
new challenges in their lives. Indeed, antiso-
cial behavior seems to peak at precisely
the ages that susceptibility to peer pressure
peaks (Berndt, 1979). Further, as adolescents
learn self-control, rates of delinquency decline
(LeBlanc, 1993).

Shover and Thompson (1992) contend that
most criminals desist with age because crime
becomes too dangerous, too physically taxing,
unrewarding, and punishments become too
harsh and long lasting for crime to become a
way of life for most people. Similarly, Glass-
ner, Ksander, Berg, and Johnson (1983) found
that teenagers feared punishment more as they
got older. This fits with Canada’s (1995) as-
sessment that we actually “target” adolescents
for use by drug and crime lords by making
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them “immune” to adult punishment for
crime.

Current Interventions for Antisocial
Behavior: Prevention and Treatment

While the relationship between age and delin-
quency is well established, it is far less clear
that teenagers deserve to be cast wholly in the
role of “the bad guys.” Where does our col-
lective image of adolescents as the bad guys
come from? By their nature, teenagers are an
easy target—they’re impulsive and engage in
what adults view as poor decision making.
Some teenagers, on occasion, do behave in a
way that puts themselves and others at risk.
But, given the numbers, they seem not to de-
serve the blanket, negative treatment they re-
ceive. As Ruby Takanishi (1996) aptly put it,

The very word adolescent is almost always used in
popular writing to characterize an immature, irre-
sponsible, and undesirable individual or his or her
behavior. In contrast to the overglorification of the
early childhood years, we still have no adequate
label with a positive connotation for the critical
second decade of life. (p. 256)

Our demonization of our teenagers does
not occur accidentally or incidentally. It’s not
just a product of contemporary society. Ado-
lescents have been “demonized” since they
were identified as being in a separate “‘stage”
of life (Kett, 1977; Siegel, 1995).

We also have strong collective needs to do
something about adolescents’ antisocial or
self-destructive behavior and much weaker
needs to “do something for them.” It is in-
structive to look at our current efforts on be-
half of these teenagers. Here, we describe
briefly contemporary procedures for the reme-
diation and prevention of problematic behav-
ior. Sadly, it appears that, to our legislators
and policymakers, a pound of cure costs less
than an ounce of prevention.

Intervening on “broken kids”

Programs designed to ameliorate deficits
within individual troubled adolescents are, by
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far, the most common type of intervention for
remediation and prevention of delinquent or
problem behaviors. Services available for
treating individual adolescents engaging in
problem behaviors, from most to least restric-
tive care, include inpatient or institutional
treatment and juvenile justice programs (i.e.,
incarceration, probation, and diversion proj-
ects), residential treatment, foster care, emer-
gency shelter, day treatment programs, outpa-
tient treatment or psychotherapy, and school-
based interventions (Lyman & Campbell,
1996).

What all of these programs share in com-
mon is that the child is either removed from
the home or “fixed” away from his family.
The family and the home environment receive
minimal or no intervention. For example, one
outcome study indicated that while 56% of
youth placed in foster care returned to live
with their family of origin upon departure
from the foster care system, no intervention
had occurred with their families (Panel on
High Risk Youth, 1993). These types of inter-
ventions are based on the assumption that the
locus of the problem and its solution is in the
affected child, and thus the goal of these inter-
ventions is to produce changes within the
“identified patient.” The vast majority of in-
tervention strategies for adolescents seem to
adopt this perspective. Some intervention
strategies focus on “educating” teenagers to
prevent antisocial behavior. But even these
are based on “internalist” assumptions about
why teenagers engage in problem behavior:
(a) they simply don’t know any better—if
they truly understood the risks they would
cease to engage in the problem behavior (Dry-
foos, 1990); (b) they may have the knowledge
but are poor decision makers (e.g., Furby &
Beyth—Marom, 1992); or (c) they may really
want to resist pressure to engage in destruc-
tive acts, but they just don’t know how to go
about doing it (i.e., they lack the skills neces-
sary for them to successfully avoid antisocial
behavior) (Dryfoos, 1990).

While programs like these have been the
most heavily and frequently funded, for the
most part their effectiveness has not been doc-
umented. Yet, “if adolescence is defined as a
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disease state, it must be cured” (Males, 1996,
p. 219). Ironically, the effectiveness of “fix
the kid” interventions may be hampered most
by its characterization of the problem (Hill &
Fortenberry, 1992):

By creating adolescence as a developmental period
defined by its problems “adolescent health” be-
comes an oxymoron. . .. Adolescence has been
“medicalized” into a condition that is inherently
pathological. . . . Adolescence per se is seen as the
inevitable “risk factor” for these widespread prob-
lems as if the origin of these problems were innate
to adolescents, rather than complex interactions of
individual biology, personality, cultural preference,
political expediency and social dysfunction. (p. 73)

Intervening on “broken environments”

In a second broad category of intervention
strategies, the focus is on the social correlates
of teen problem behavior (e.g., poverty, dan-
gerous communities, underfunded schools, in-
volvement with negative peers, lack of guid-
ance or nurturing at home). Theorists who
adopt this perspective focus on the “broken
society” as most influential for delinquency
and recommend ‘“environmental” intervention
strategies. In general, these strategies focus on
unhealthy environments (e.g., slums, broken
families, bad schools) as leading to the devel-
opment of unhealthy habits and behaviors in
children. Bronfenbrenner’s (1986) ecological
model represents perhaps the most sophisti-
cated and complex contextual model currently
in vogue (see also Lerner & Tubman, 1991).
Indeed, considerable research (see Dryfoos,
1990; Zigler, Kagan, & Hall, 1996 for re-
views) suggests that negative environmental
influences associated with delinquency are
found at all contextual levels, from the macro
to the micro.

A number of contemporary developmental
interventions can be categorized broadly as
adopting this strategy (e.g., the Perry High
Scope Project, Houston Parent—Child Devel-
opment Centers, the Oregon Social Learning
Center). These interventions are broadest in
scope. Their proponents contend that broken
environments set young children on a trajec-
tory toward delinquent behavior, and suggest
early childhood intervention to prevent
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adolescent delinquency. While these early
childhood interventions are, arguably, the
most effective in preventing delinquency and
problem behavior, due to governmental fund-
ing policies they are becoming less and less
available. Interventions designed to modify
and improve adolescents’ contexts are even
fewer and farther between and are available
to only a minority of teenagers with problems
(U.S. Congress, Office of Technology Assess-
ment, 1991).

While there is some promising evidence
that these more contextual strategies are effec-
tive in reducing problem behavior (e.g., John-
son, 1988; Patterson, Reid, & Dishion, 1992;
Zigler & Styfco, 1996), federal and state fund-
ing patterns preclude using them as a tool of
first resort. Current funding for intervention
services for troubled adolescents seems to
have produced a horribly fractionated and
compromised approach to intervention. Zigler
et al. (1996) have coined the term ‘“disorder
du jour” to describe this funding pattern in
which grants are offered to providers who
serve children engaging in the specific prob-
lem behavior that has most recently captured
public attention (Zigler et al., 1996; Dryfoos,
1990). These focused initiatives tend to treat
“antisocial behaviors” as single behaviors
rather than related phenomena. Further, while
cost efficiency should be an essential aspect
of any intervention strategy, concern with
saving money has led to the development of
programs where a “small ‘dose’ of treatment
is expected to achieve long-term gains” (Kaz-
din, 1993, p. 137). Recent efforts to remediate
or prevent delinquency can be described as
the casting of wider and wider nets in an at-
tempt to capture as many “at-risk” children as
possible with the fewest resources. The bot-
tom line is that children and adolescents con-
tinue to be underserved populations in terms
of getting their mental and physical health
needs met (Hechinger, 1992).

Currently, services for adolescents engag-
ing in problem behaviors are made available
to those teenagers whose parents (a) can af-
ford to pay for services directly or with medi-
cal insurance (i.e., privately funded treatment)
or (b) who seek and qualify for government
funded services (i.e., publicly funded treat-
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ment or welfare services). Those adolescents
who fail to meet criteria for child welfare ser-
vices and whose parents cannot afford to pay
for treatment receive only those services
available to all teenagers (e.g., public service
announcements, school-based interventions
such as “DARE,” skill-based training), or no
services at all. Chronically delinquent teenag-
ers and delinquent teenagers whose parents
lack financial resources typically end up in
the care of the juvenile justice system.

To what extent are current
interventions successful?

While some short-term improvements have
resulted from interventions, long-term changes
in behavior patterns are seldom realized (Dry-
foos, 1990; Kazdin, 1993; Lyman & Camp-
bell, 1996; Rutter et al., 1998). Of even
greater concern is a growing awareness that
many intervention strategies not only fail to
correct problem behavior but may actually in-
crease the likelihood of future delinquent
involvement for participants (McCord, 1978,
1992). Correctional institutions have been
characterized as little more than “finishing
schools for criminal behavior” (Conger & Ga-
lambos, 1997, p. 347), as estimated reconvic-
tion rates among previously institutionalized
youth run between 60 and 80% (Rutter &
Giller, 1984). Additionally, research suggests
that children placed outside of their homes are
at increased risk of suffering from emotional
disturbance (Institute of Medicine, 1989), are
impacted negatively by multiple placements
(Wolkind & Rutter, 1985), and may receive
poor-quality care (Bowlby, 1973). Even well-
known intervention strategies like the “Just
Say No” prevention program have been
linked to increased drug use among program
participants (Donaldson, Graham, Piccinin, &
Hansen, 1995). In their comprehensive litera-
ture review, Rutter and his colleagues (1998)
concluded that delinquent behavior is difficult
to modify and that, in fact, interventions typi-
cally produce less than a 12% reduction in fu-
ture offending.

What we’re doing isn’t working very well.
Yet Rutter et al. (1998) characterize recent re-
views on the status of interventions as cau-
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tiously optimistic because researchers believe
that as we come to understand the processes
that underlie antisocial behavior, we will be
better able to design successful strategies to
prevent it. One way to get a better handle on
the problem is to try to learn from past experi-
ence.

How Did We Get to Where We Are? An
Argument for Rediscovering the Wheel

The strategy of fixing “broken environments”
is not a creation of the 1990s. It has a long
and honorable history (Siegel & White, 1982)
and was much in vogue in this country at the
turn of the century in one of the two forms of
“degeneracy theory” (Gelb, 1990). In the more
widely known form of degeneracy theory—
that held by the eugenicists—criminal or anti-
social behavior was characterological and in-
nate, and the individual was genetically
doomed. However, in its more liberal form,
degeneracy theorists, in contrast to eugeni-
cists, were most concerned with improving
social conditions and training persons to live
in healthier ways. They, along with other
19th-century commentators, blamed the char-
acteristics of the urban poor on the slum con-
ditions created by modern industrial capital-
ism rather than on the innate biological
makeup of the poor. Simply put, eugenicists
believed that people made slums, while de-
generacy theorists believed that slums made
people (Gelb, 1990, p. 243).

In Helping Children: A Social History, the
Levines (1992) argue that there have been his-
torically two fundamental methods for help-
ing children. “Intrapsychic” interventions are
based on the diagnosis that problem behaviors
occur as the result of the child’s personal
weakness and failings. The goodness of the
environment is assumed, the situation consid-
ered irrelevant. What must be changed is not
the circumstance, but the person. In contrast,
“situational” interventions are based on the
assumption that children are basically “good,”
and that problem behavior patterns are evi-
dence of children’s exposure to poor condi-
tions and lack of opportunities to reach any-
where near their full potential. Of course, both
theories coexist, and have been defended by


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954579400004119

770

rivalrous camps, at every moment in political
history. However, the Levines contend that in-
trapsychic solutions to mental health and
other social problems become predominant in
times of social conservatism, while situational
solutions become more prominent during
times of political reform.

Situational theory concerned with ex-
plaining juvenile delinquency and anti-
social behavior comes in a variety of forms.
Anomie and social-class theories put the
onus on broad sociological factors (Agnew,
1985; Merton, 1957/1964). Labeling theories
(Thrasher, 1927/1963) note the potential dam-
aging effects of officially labeling children
“delinquent.” According to social disorgani-
zation theory (Shaw & McKay, 1942/1969),
delinquency occurs primarily as the result of a
breakdown in community-based, institutional
controls. Other situational theories include
peer-influence theories (Matza, 1964; Suther-
land & Cressey, 1978), and control and con-
tainment theories that propose that delin-
quency results when an individual’s bond to
society is weak or broken (Durkheim, 1897/
1951; Erickson, Sroufe, & Egeland, 1985;
Reckless & Dinitz, 1972).

Our society has an extensive history of
concern with the involvement of adolescents
in problem behavior, and over the last century
we have designed ways to keep them out of
trouble. What did some of the earlier interven-
tions look like? What were their goals? Who
were they intended to serve? In what contexts
were these mechanisms designed and imple-
mented? How does this inform our current
concerns, needs, and assumptions regarding
adolescents?

G. Stanley Hall, adolescence, and the
“gloss” of psychopathology

According to the “received” history of adoles-
cence, as “given” in most texts, young people
were around for thousands of years; Aristotle
and Plato wrote about them. Nothing much
happened for a long time. Then, in 1904, G.
Stanley Hall came along and pronounced ado-
lescence as a stage of life with special impor-
tance for the young person and society. Noth-
ing much happened for a while. After World
War 1II, juvenile delinquency became a real
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problem, and ““serious” scientific work on ad-
olescence began.

In actuality, of course, a psychology of ad-
olescence did not spring full blown from the
natural sciences or philosophy. Rather, out of
a complex matrix of society’s concerns, pub-
lic and private activities on behalf of young
people, and academics working in universi-
ties, it arose in a slow, trial-and-error process
of communal knowledge building, much like
Campbell has discussed in his evolutionary
epistemology (1993). Like the child study
movement at the turn of the century (Siegel &
White, 1982), the psychology of adolescence
has been, from its very inception, a curious
mix of society’s concerns and science, re-
search, practice, and policy.

Curiously, developmental psychology may
bear some responsibility for creating a dis-
tinctive stage or phase of human life. Among
others (e.g., Kett, 1977), David Bakan (1972)
has argued that “. .. the idea of adolescence
as an intermediary period in life starting at
puberty and extending to some period in the
life cycle unmarked by any conspicuous phys-
ical change but socially defined as ‘manhood’
or ‘womanhood’ is the product of modern
times” (p. 73).

G. Stanley Hall was in the right place at
the right time. Institutional changes in Ameri-
ca—child labor laws, compulsory school
attendance laws, a differentiated system of ju-
venile justice—brought youth into the lime-
light (Bakan, 1972). Hall’s Adolescence: Its
Psychology and Its Relations to Physiology,
Anthropology, Sociology, Sex, Crime, Reli-
gion, and Education, published in 1904,
seems to have done the most to raise public
consciousness about adolescence. Alternating
between description and prescription, in the
two massive scholarly volumes Hall made a
double-edged contribution to the lives of
American adolescents. On the one hand, he
brought their conditions and concerns toward
the center of public awareness; on the other
hand, he put what Bakan (1972, p. 83) calls
the “gloss of psychopathology” on this age
period (Hall, 1904, Vol. II).

... Youth cannot be temperate, in the philosophi-
cal sense. ... There is gaiety, irrepressible levity,
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and euphoria that overflows in every absurd mani-
festation of excess of animal spirits, that cannot be
repressed, that danger and affliction, appeals to re-
sponsibility and to the future, cannot daunt nor
temper. To have a good time is felt to be an in-
alienable right. (p. 77)

The belief that “idle hands were the devil’s
tool” was in part a carryover from the Puritan
age, but was also a function of the new revivi-
fied American work ethic and abhorrence of
waste. Hall and those following his lead were
much concerned to design, develop, and foster
social institutions that could take advantage of
(co-opt) the “gregarious” instinct of adoles-
cents and at the same time keep them occu-
pied, off the streets and out of trouble.

With this enhanced but slightly double-
edged vision of adolescence as the conceptual
platform, a great variety of colonies of adoles-
cence sprang up—youth projects instigated
by public concerns and fed by psychological
theory and research. American psychologists
after Hall participated in the design of new
“behavior settings” for youth: enlargements of
schooling, multiple organizations for groups
of adolescence, and legal—clinical-research
settings for understanding delinquency. The
ideas of Freud, Watson, Thorndike, Dewey,
and Mead loom large in the background. In
what follows, we try to provide an overview
of these institutional streams and settings. De-
velopmental psychology has played a recog-
nizable role in most of them—if not the pro-
phetic and moralizing role favored by some
turn-of-the-century psychologists, then at
least an informing and advisory role.

Expansion and differentiation of the
high school

The modern American comprehensive high
school arose and expanded greatly from 1870
to 1910. It represented the compromise in the
struggle of proponents of democratic common
schooling with advocates of differentiated,
vocationally relevant schooling. It was the
“main track” for youth, but it was a controver-
sial and not fully satisfactory solution for ado-
lescents of different classes and cultures. Im-
migration, child labor laws, and compulsory
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school attendance laws brought kids into
schools in droves. From 1910 to 1930 there
was a further expansion, particularly among
most of the groups that had previously been
least exposed to schooling (Modell, 1989),
and a functional differentiation into college
preparatory and vocational tracks (Ueda,
1987).

The successful businessman was both an
idol and an ideal. The business ideology was
infused continuously into American life and
strengthened by the muckrakers as they ex-
tolled “modern business methods” and “effi-
ciency.” The vigorous conservation move-
ment was reinforced by a corollary drive to
eliminate waste and inefficiency. Frederick
Winslow Taylor had taken the country by
storm, and his principles of scientific manage-
ment (Taylor, 1911) were being applied and
practiced in nearly every aspect of American
life—Army, home, family, household. Be-
tween 1900 and 1925, magazines (e.g., Atlan-
tic Monthly, Harper’s, Outlook, Nation, Mc-
Clure’s, Saturday Evening Post, Ladies’
Home Journal), popular books (e.g., Ayres,
1909) and associations made unfavorable
comparisons between the schools and busi-
ness enterprise, urged the application of the
criteria of “economy” and “efficiency” to edu-
cation, and suggested that business and indus-
trial practices be adopted by education (Calla-
han, 1962, p. 6).

The most insightful criticisms of scientific
management and its efficiency devices came
from William C. Bagley and John Dewey:
both opposed the inappropriate application
of business and industrial values and proce-
dures to the schools and criticized the over-
simplified and superficial activity undertaken
in the name of science. But they were running
against the tide. The 1920s were years of
educational efficiency in American public
schools, increased professionalization of
school administration, and of numerical index
making by which this efficiency could be
measured (Callahan, 1962). The widespread
acceptance of the ideas of the prophets of effi-
ciency was understandable, given the stagger-
ing costs of the school expansions that went
on at the turn of the century. In the develop-
ment of schools, as in the development of all
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interventions, an essential tension existed be-
tween the needs of teenagers and the needs of
adults.

Junior high schools developed to handle the
realization that young adolescents were nei-
ther fish nor fowl, and that they needed their
own niche in the expanding educational sys-
tem. Numerous educators argued for the spe-
cial status and needs of young adolescents
(e.g., Judd, 1916). The junior high school “is
an institution which is neither an elementary
school nor a high school but a provision for
the needs of those children for which neither
of the older institutions made suitable provi-
sion” (Horn, 1916, p. 92). Professor Augustus
Douglas of Clark University (Douglas, 1916)
argued that

The 7th, 8th, and 9th grades belong together for
psychological reasons, for the average child enters
the seventh grade at the beginning of the adoles-
cent period and emerges from the ninth grade with
the period of transition completed. Hence, such an
arrangement permits the handling of a group of pu-
pils psychologically similar, who form a homoge-
neous social group. . . . There is psychological jus-
tification for the claim that educational practice
should differ both in content and method for the
pupil of the adolescent stage as compared with the
pupil of the preadolescent stage. (pp. 48, 89-90)

These needs and “psychological justifica-
tions” were dictated by the characterization of
adolescents put forth by Hall: “Adolescence
is a period of storm and stress, of changeable-
ness, intense emotions, self-assertion, strong
social attractions, and awakening to the sig-
nificance of the industrial world and voca-
tion” (Douglas, 1916, p. 18).

The serious players in education and psy-
chologists agreed that the standard arrange-
ment (8 years of elementary school and 4
years of high school) was “inefficient” (costly
in terms of time, space, and facilities) and not
suited to the needs of the pupils. Leaders in-
cluding Nicholas Murray Butler (President of
Columbia and editor of the Educational Re-
view), William Rainey Harper (President of
Chicago and chair of the 1905 “Committee of
21”), Paul Hanus of Harvard, Edward L.
Thorndike at Columbia, and John Dewey
(1903) agreed and persuaded other school ad-
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ministrators that (a) elementary school should
be 6 years and should teach the rudiments,
and (b) high school should be 6 years in a 3-
and-3 arrangement beginning in seventh
grade.

Social reformers got behind the junior high
school because it promised a prolonged edu-
cation, a better-informed citizenry, and im-
proved vocational preparation—clearly artic-
ulated goals that would improve the lives of
both young adolescents and society (Ueda,
1987).

The JHS became the main safety valve for over-
crowding . . . It was installed at the height of de-
mographic pressure in the grammar classrooms. It
became a high-volume pipeline conveying more
students to secondary grade levels and made possi-
ble the development of mass high school atten-
dance. . . . Proponents of the Junior High School
argued in educational journals and scholarly mono-
graphs that this intermediate school would supply
the special education needed by students making
the difficult transition from childhood to adoles-
cence . . . two features—a more mature school set-
ting and technical courses—would make the junior
high school an effective device for keeping stu-
dents in school longer. (p. 199)

Pioneers of the junior high school were
Columbus, Ohio (1909), Berkeley, California
(1910), Concord, New Hampshire (1910), and
Los Angeles (1911). Due in part to the argu-
ments that it was good for kids and society,
and with the backing of prominent citizens
and educators, within the next 10 years the
Junior High School movement exploded;
nearly a thousand other cities across the na-
tion introduced the junior high school into
their public school systems.

Youth activities: Structuring leisure,
co-opting the gregarious instinct

Young people spent only part of their time in
school. Outside the walls of this differentiated
set of educational arrangements, there arose
a great variety of youth clubs, social service
groups, competitive athletics, social service
organizations, and religious groups. These
youth activities were action-based, grassroots
“colonies” largely devised to structure adoles-
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cents’ free time, to foster character educa-
tion—and to keep kids out of trouble. As
Tryon (1944), a prominent educator and soci-
ologist, stated,

During the last twenty or thirty years there has ap-
peared a great variety of recreational agencies such
as neighborhood clubs, playground associations,
summer camps, Boy Scouts, which have sought to
control the gregarious interests of boys and girls.
These efforts to direct the activities of children and
youth were not prompted primarily by a clear un-
derstanding of the needs of youth and the impor-
tant developmental problems being attacked in the
peer group, though they were concerned with pro-
viding “healthful” and “wholesome” conditions for
growing up. The more imperative reason for pro-
moting “youth-serving” agencies grew out of the
antisocial products of increased leisure time—des-
tructiveness, delinquency, and just plain mischief.
(p. 235)

Various authors have characterized Ameri-
ca in the 1920s (Fass, 1977; Levine & Levine,
1992; Lynd & Lynd, 1937; Modell, 1989) as
a culture of abundance, a preoccupation with
leisure and consumption, and as an exercise
in individuality and expression of self. The in-
dividual hero captured the public’s (and
youth’s) attention and admiration: Babe Ruth,
Charles Lindbergh—even Al Capone. If you
failed in this prosperous world, it was due to
a lack of character, not circumstances. Wants
became needs. Thrift and self-denial were out;
buying on time was in. Now many older ado-
lescents had access to a family car; dating
became a new social form, and courtship
moved from the front porch to the back seat
(Bailey, 1988). The dance craze, forbidden al-
cohol, and movies gathered national attention.
Sex and sexuality became a national fascina-
tion.

During the 1920s psychoanalysis took hold
in this country, and psychoanalytic thinking
provided an intellectual rationale for the so-
cial changes. Psychoanalysis, with its focus
on the individual psyche, was consistent with
the societal emphasis on the individual. Pop
psychoanalysis—in magazines, books, and
Sunday supplements—stressed the free ex-
pression of sexual impulses and the dangers
of their frustration. It is not surprising that
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people working with youth—psychologists,
social workers, Church people, and educa-
tors—were greatly concerned to create and
provide “healthy” outlets for these urges.

In contrast to the 1920s, the 1930s—the
Depression, FDR, and the New Deal—were
characterized as a culture of scarcity, and an
exercise in community and adaptation to the
norm (Leuchtenberg, 1958). Millions were
out of work through no fault of their own; the
modal activity of youth over 18 years of age
was idleness (Modell, 1989). As in the 1920s,
youth had time on their hands. So the pressure
for youth organizations continued. In the
1920s, delinquency was attributed, in part, to
deficient or misguided character. In the 1930s,
delinquency was seen as a result of deficient
resources and environment—degeneracy, in
the older sense of the word (Jordan, 1993).

Pendry and Hartshorne (1935) compiled
and summarized a detailed listing of 40 orga-
nizations for youth extant in 1935. Most were
founded in the teens and 1920s, or were
founded earlier and experienced significant
growth during the 1920s and 1930s. For each
organization the authors were able to describe
its mission and purpose, origins, clientele,
procedures, activities, etc. A cursory analysis
is instructive.

Eleven societies were listed, including
the Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, Campfire Girls,
Woodcraft League of America, Boy Rangers,
Highlander Organization, Pioneer Youth of
America, Boys’ Brotherhood Republic, 4-H,
Junior Achievement, and Boys’ Clubs of
America. Collectively, these societies empha-
sized and tried to inculcate character
growth—particularly self-reliance, self-disci-
pline, and curbing the impulses of the self in
service to the community—responsible citi-
zenship and having fun.

Six junior programs of adult groups were
noted, including Kiwanis, Order of the Build-
ers, Order of the Rainbow for girls, Order De
Molay, and the Optimist International Boys’
Work Council. The motto of this latter group
was “friend of the delinquent boy”; its slogan
was “character is caught rather than taught.”
As with the societies, these junior programs
appealed to what Hall called “the gregarious
instinct,” and youth’s penchant for symbols,
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ritual, and ceremony (Pendry & Hartshorne,
1935):

The fraternity-joining tendencies of boys at this
age are apparent. The constructive use of this gre-
garious instinct in its more refined sense, when
guided by adult wisdom, may be a factor for good
... Ritual and reverence is a natural part of youth’s
expression, as the common practice of fraternities
attests. Forms, symbols, ceremonies, and the
stately speech of Knights and Ladies are a part of
the charm of the days of chivalry and its literature.
Youth is held by symbols, by signs and passes, by
ritual and ceremony as by a charm. (p. 141)

Nine plans for schools were all dedicated
explicitly to character training and the devel-
opment of citizenship skills. Under the Iowa
Plan (directed by Edwin Starbuck, Professor
at Iowa, and who received his Ph.D. with Hall
at Clark), the focus was on the school as dem-
ocratic community; the goal was to “recenter
the unorganized self of childhood, with its
instincts and desire, into a self of insight
and refined tastes.” Other plans included Col-
lier’s Code, The School Republic, National—
Self Government Committee, Pathfinders of
America, Knighthood of Youth, Junior Red
Cross, American School Citizenship League,
and the Young Citizens’ League of South Da-
kota.

Seven special interest plans included the
ASPCA, National Association of Audubon
Societies, School Garden Association of
America, National Recreation Association,
and Girls’ Service League of America. The
code of the Sportsmanship Brotherhood was
“Keep the rules. Keep faith with your com-
rades. Keep your temper. Keep yourself fit.
Keep a stout heart in defeat. Keep your pride
under in victory. Keep a sound soul, a clean
mind, and a healthy body. Play the game” (p.
247). Friends of Boys was devoted to the in-
terests of boys on the street, “...to enable
them to solve for themselves their problems
of adjustment to local conditions of work and
play.”

Finally, seven interreligious groups in-
cluded Big Brother and Big Sister Federation,
YMCA, YWCA, Toc H, Christian Quest Idea,
and the Pi Christian Fraternal Orders. The
Knights of King Arthur and Ladies of Avalon
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used the Sunday school to promote activities
patterned according to the high aims of the
days of King Arthur. The program was based
specifically on Hall’s psychology of adoles-
cence as described in his 1904 work! Hall
called this idealized court of King Arthur the
best form of club for boys.

It is clear that the organizations showed
great sensitivity to differences in the needs of
younger and older children. The Cub Scouts,
Indian Guides, and Brownies were aimed at
8- to 12-year-olds, and reflected the need for
a reemphasis on home and neighborhood
life. Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, Camp Fire
Girls, Boys’ Clubs, Junior Achievement, and
4-H were aimed at adolescents of junior high
school age (12—15 years); these groups con-
tinued to sponsor home activities but also en-
couraged hobbies, athletic contests, voca-
tional explorations, individual projects, and
winning of honors for individual accomplish-
ments.

Groups catering to adolescents of high
school age (15-18 years) recognized their in-
creasing consciousness and increased frater-
nizing spirit (Pendry & Hartshorne, 1935):

High-school young people usually desire to be like
their fellows, in dress, in speech, in expressions, in
ideas. Individualism is submerged in group desires.
At this age, boys and girls wish to belong to some
group and to have a sense of security in that group.
This makes the fraternity pledge and initiation not
only attractive but definitely desired. Procedures
for this age usually center around an adult club
leader or camp counselor, and mother and dad
from an appreciative, cooperative background,
only appearing on state occasions. (pp. 2-3)

There were, unfortunately (as now), too few
procedures for young people 18 years and
older (Pendry & Harshorne):

Crime statistics show that this is the most danger-
ous age. Yet the YMCA and YMHA, YWCA and
YWHA, a few church organizations, Toc H, De
Molay, and semifraternity groups are practically
the only general organizations which aim to reach
these boys and girls . . . Procedures for the younger
groups present well-planned programs made al-
most wholly by adults. But now, more than ever, a
youth desires to act according to his own ideas and
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plans. If such opportunities cannot be offered him
by legitimate clubs, he joins secret clubs of his
own making. (p. 4)

The final project for youth came at the be-
ginning of President Franklin Delano Roose-
velt’s New Deal: the Civilian Conservation
Corps (CCC). “Desperate young men in des-
perate times were given the chance to be gain-
fully employed, learn occupations, receive
education, send money home, and to earn
self-respect and confidence in an era of social
and economic chaos” (Hill, 1990, p. vii). The
Great Depression brought unparalleled eco-
nomic severity and hardship. The years from
1929 to 1932 were “Hoover days”; rabbits
were “Hoover hogs”, the jobless lived in
shantytowns, and hobos rode the rails on
“Hoover Pullmans” (freight cars). The First
Baptist Church in El Paso, Texas, arranged to
accept IOUs in the collection plate. States and
towns were rapidly running out of funds.

By March 1933, some 13 million were un-
employed. FDR’s idea for the CCC was to
provide employment for younger men, who
would be required to send money home to
their needy families. (The secondary purpose
of the CCC was protection of natural re-
sources.) Youth aged 18-25 years were to
work and live under semimilitary control do-
ing hard physical labor, often far from home
and the hard times. The “we can take it boys
and girls” were paid $30/month, of which $25
was sent home automatically. By April 5,
1933, the original quota of 25,000 was ex-
ceeded; by July, 1933, 1300 CCC camps had
been constructed and filled with 275,000 en-
listees. Before the program ended in 1941, 3
million had served.

The idea for organizing young men for
constructive work was not new. William
James (1912), in an essay entitled “The moral
equivalent of war,” wrote that “destructive
tendencies in young men might be turned to
good purposes with conscription of the whole
youthful population for peaceful service.”
FDR claimed that he was unaware of James’s
work. While in New York, however, he was
aware of other similar progressive views be-
ing articulated in other states.

To date, there has been only limited map-
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ping of the swarming adult-initiated and peer-
initiated organizations of “adolescent soci-
ety.” There is little doubt, however, that these
social inventions played a significant role in
structuring the lives of adolescents in the 20th
century. Various social and institutional ar-
rangements were put into place or expanded
to deal with satisfying the gregarious instinct.
With Hall as the conceptual platform, and
with the blessings of Watson, Freud, and
Dewey, it was believed that involvement in
such prosocial groups would be a major deter-
rent to delinquency.

The motives and goals of this collection of
youth programs and buildings—what White
(1999) has referred to as ‘“designed institu-
tions”—can be summarized readily: (a) to
build character, (b) to provide teenagers struc-
tured interactions with adults and mentors,
and (c) to promote interactions with prosocial
groups of peers. All this in the service of help-
ing teenagers to focus their excess energies
towards becoming successful and productive
adults.

Juvenile delinquency

For young people who could not or would not
follow the socially approved mainstream, a
series of efforts were made to come to terms
with delinquency. The gloss of psychopathol-
ogy was on adolescents. Being adolescent
was, in effect, a risk factor for (a) getting into
trouble, (b) thinking about getting into trou-
ble, (c) engaging in “naughty” or at least so-
cially disapproved behaviors, and (d) preco-
cious or premature engagement in adult
activities (Healy & Bronner, 1926). These
risk factors were believed to increase as the
adolescent acted on his “gregarious” instinct
and joined a small group of his close friends;
the risk factors were believed to increase geo-
metrically with larger collectives.

One of the two major tasks in dealing with
juvenile delinquency is prevention, exempli-
fied in the settlement houses and in child
guidance clinics like those set up by the Com-
monwealth Fund’s Program on the Prevention
of Juvenile Delinquency (1921).

Most work on the prevention of delin-
quency focuses on the psychological and en-
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vironmental origins of delinquency and crime.
Both Schlossman (1977) and Platt (1969) ar-
gued that in the teens and 1920s the older her-
editarian model, a conservative social Dar-
winism, was supplanted in the reform era by
a situational model. The social reformers
(Platt’s child savers), including Frederick
Thrasher and Jane Addams, believed that
“slums cause criminals” rather than the other
way around. Stemming from a medical
model, it was thought by many that early in-
oculation—prophylaxis—would prevent the
boy from becoming delinquent and prevent
the delinquent from becoming a hardened
adult criminal. The new group of settlement
houses were organized along the lines of Jane
Addams’s Hull House. They provided refuge
and services to needy children and adoles-
cents. Professionalism in social work—with
graduate training in casework and group work
grounded in psychoanalytic theory—influ-
enced the later generation of settlement house
leaders in the 1920s and 1930s.

The Commonwealth Program was a coop-
erative effort of the New York School of So-
cial Work, the National Committee for Mental
Hygiene’s Division on the Prevention of De-
linquency, and the National Committee of
Visiting Teachers. In 1921, at a conference in
Lakewood, New Jersey, the guidelines for the
Commonwealth Fund’s Program for the Pre-
vention of Delinquency were hammered out
by representatives of education, social work,
psychology, and psychiatry. William Healy
and Augusta Bronner attended. The report of
the conference took a clearly situational
stance: since the institution and social setting
were largely responsible for problems, the in-
stitution and social setting needed to be modi-
fied for the individual to grow. The instru-
ments of this prevention effort had already
been forged: the program initiated by the
Commonwealth Fund expanded rapidly in the
1920s (from 7 in 1921 to 102 in 1927), with
the characteristic child guidance structure
emerging (i.e., the psychiatrist—psychologist—
social worker model). The number of state-
supported clinics expanded similarly.

Due to the interest and influence of John
Dewey, Chicago public schools had estab-
lished a child study department to help with
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children’s problems. With Dewey, James R.
Angell and George Herbert Mead put the Uni-
versity of Chicago and the city in the forefront
of the study of the real social problems. Sev-
eral research projects focusing on youths in
collectivities were conducted in the 1920s and
1930s. The observations and notes for Wil-
liam Foot Whyte’s Street Corner Society were
gathered during the 1930s. The Gluecks’
(1950) studies on delinquency were also
based here 2 decades earlier.

Perhaps the most ambitious study of ado-
lescents in collectives—well known by soci-
ologists but only recently becoming acknowl-
edged by psychologists—was Frederick
Thrasher’s classic The Gang: A Study of 1313
Gangs in Chicago published in 1927. In this
massive sociological monograph, Thrasher
provides a rather full-blooded account of the
gang—its origins, structures, functions, activ-
ities, and dynamics. The list of acknowledg-
ments reads like a “Who’s Who” of the juve-
nile court and its adjunct services, of city
planning and social welfare, and of the “Chi-
cago school.” Data collection, with a variety
of techniques including census and court re-
cords, personal observation, and personal doc-
uments, took 7 years, yet the details of how
Thrasher collected his data remain unclear.
By comparison with later work, Thrasher’s
material is unsystematic and incomplete. The
study’s greatest strength is its comprehensive-
ness, not its analytical sophistication.

For a book over 7 decades old, many of
Thrasher’s “findings” seem remarkably mod-
ern. In fact, as one reads modern material on
“the gang,” one gets the distinct impression
that we are currently in the process of redis-
covering the wheel.

e The origin of criminal careers is in child-
hood and adolescence.

e The slum provides the city gang its natural
habitat.

e The gang is a social system that is alterna-
tive to and competitive with more conven-
tional systems, rather than supplementary to
them. “It is not meant to imply that the gang
is in any sense inherently bad. It simply
lacks wholesome direction. It is a spontane-
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ous attempt on the part of boys to create a
society for themselves where none adequate
to their needs exists” (p. 268).

The gang gives the boys status, loyalty, and
respect they don’t get in their homes.

Gangs provide the social setting for much
delinquency and crime. “Whether the
schoolboy is a truant or not, the unsuper-
vised gang is pretty likely to lead him in the
direction of delinquency” (p. 260).

“Criminals” develop. “Truancy (playing
hooky) contains the germs of later delin-
quencies and is the first step in the forma-
tion of a gang and on the road to a life of
crime” (p. 263).

e Gangs are very important to the control of
delinquency and crime. You can’t take the
gang out of the boy and taking the boy out
of the gang doesn’t work. To prevent and
control crime and delinquency you need to
co-opt the gang and redirect the group’s ac-
tivities towards more positive ends.

Boys’ work agencies function to redirect the
activities of existing gangs into “whole-
some” changes by some sort of supervision.
Many Chicago agencies took over the gang
as a club, gave it a name, and affiliated it
with the larger structure: YMCA, Boy
Scouts, the Boys’ Brotherhood Republics,
the Chicago Boys’ Clubs.

e Crime prevention is a community, not an
agency, function.

In addition to prevention, the other major
piece of juvenile delinquency is remediation.
Under the doctrine of parens patriae, the two
major components of today’s modern juvenile
justice system were essentially in place by
World War I. Reformatories were created in
the 1820s; the first juvenile court was insti-
tuted in 1900 in Chicago. By 1914 all states
had adopted both institutional forms (Schloss-
man, 1977). The system supposedly rested on
rehabilitation, and probation in the child’s
own home, if possible, in some form of refor-
matory (congregate or cottage) if not. As Sch-
lossman (1977) and Platt (1969) have written,
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the end result was more dehumanizing and
status quo ante than truly rehabilitative.

The Chicago juvenile court, 1899, was ar-
guably the first. (Judge Ben Lindsey and the
Denver Juvenile Court was also an early insti-
tution for juveniles in trouble.) At Hull House,
a committee chaired by Julia Lathrop se-
lected—on the recommendation of Angell,
William James, and Adolph Meyer—William
Healy as the first director of the new Juvenile
Psychopathic Institute, which opened its doors
in 1909. Healy had studied with James, got
his M.D. at Rush Medical School in Chicago
in 1900, and showed an early interest in psy-
choanalysis and its methods. The Juvenile
Psychopathic Institute became a ready adjunct
to the court. Healy was interested in studying
delinquency (1915), and on a clinical level he
also performed a service. His job was, after
making a thorough study of the child, to make
recommendations to the court and probation
workers for treatment or disposition of cases:
probation, foster home placement, or commit-
ment to an institution for dependent children
or to a correctional institution: “the greatest
interest for all students of criminology centers
about the fact that most frequently the career
of the confirmed criminal begins during ado-
lescence” (Healy, 1915, p. 713).

Healy’s later reputation is based on the ap-
plication of psychoanalytic concepts and psy-
chotherapeutic methods to delinquency. He
saw psychoanalysis as providing investigative
tools (e.g., interviews, individual psychothera-
peutics) and a way of doing good (Lazar,
1994). For Healy, the follow-up was the es-
sence of treatment and of research. The fol-
low-up reports of cases he later studied in
Boston reflect the care and attention to detail
that Healy displayed in his clinical and re-
search work (Healy & Bronner, 1926).

Delinquents and Criminals is based on
their case studies of thousands of juvenile re-
peat offenders (both male and female) in Chi-
cago and Boston, on follow-up work, and a
study of aftercareers (Healy & Bronner,
1926). Each case was categorized as a Suc-
cess (“...when the individual was living in
the community without known detriment to
the community and had engaged in no crimi-
nality” [p. 17]) or Failure (denoting actual de-
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linquency, and “...a few were regarded as
Failures who, though not known to have been
arrested, were an actual drag on the commu-
nity, vagrants, excessive drinkers, extreme
loafers, those grossly immoral and thus indi-
rectly costly to society” [p. 17]). Thirty-nine
percent of the males were rated as successes,
54% of the females. Of the male failures the
most common offense was professional crimi-
nalism; of the female failures the most com-
mon offense was sex delinquency.

In a careful and measured assessment,
Healy and Bronner (1926) discuss background
factors in their cases. Heredity was not a pre-
dictor: “Poor traits appearing in the family
backgrounds of our cases do not correlate
highly enough with outcome to afford a reli-
able criterion of potentialities inherent in the
individual” (p. 205); neither was poverty. Pa-
rental lack of control was critical, as was ex-
cessive quarreling and alcoholism (i.e., family
environment was important):

For the treatment of delinquency the lesson to be
learned from the above figures is very clear: the
chances of good results through removal of a child
for a long time from a bad home are very consider-
able, the expectancy of bad results if not so re-
moved is even greater [Good homes were found by
elimination: only 7.6% of the 2000 young repeat
offenders were living in good homes] Where to
place a large measure of responsibility, where to
direct a strong attack in treatment and prevention
of delinquency stands out with striking clearness.
(pp- 128-129)

In a somewhat less balanced -chapter,
Healy and Bronner discuss “conditions di-
rectly causative of delinquency.” They con-
clude that motion pictures are not causative,
but “bad companions” were directly causative
in 62% of their cases, early sex experiences
(for girls) and school dissatisfaction were di-
rectly causative in some 13% of the cases.
Most interestingly, adolescence itself was
causative:

Adolescent Instability and Impulses.—Nobody
who studies juvenile delinquents with emphasis on
the genesis of their misbehavior can doubt that ad-
olescence frequently plays a very considerable
part. Among 3000 cases we decided that the insta-
bilities and impulses of adolescence were directly
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causative in 18%, being more active in the cases
of girls, where this cause figured as 25%. (pp.
179-180)

Adolescents engage in delinquent behavior
largely because they’re adolescent! In effect,
this argument was largely responsible for the
development of a new legal category of crimi-
nal behavior that is known today as “status
offenses.”

Space does not permit a closer analysis of
the activities and institutions involved in un-
derstanding the “growth industry” of juvenile
delinquency. However, it impacted the lives
of adolescents—both delinquent and nonde-
linquent—significantly in the 20th century.
The fear of the “epidemic” of juvenile delin-
quency, and attempts to deal with it that seem
to rise like Lazarus in every generation, surely
have their roots in this early piece of the chil-
dren’s cause (Steiner, 1976).

Research in the universities

All of the youth projects were fundamentally
action oriented, interventionist, and generated
from public concerns about adolescence—
colonies outside the university. While there
were linkages between the academics and the
practitioners, these linkages were largely con-
ceptual, advisory, and intersupportive.

Academic interests in adolescence were
embedded in the research activities of psy-
chologists and sociologists. As in the early
child study movement (Siegel & White, 1982)
and the later child development movement
(Sears, 1975), the major centers were to be
found at Berkeley, Chicago, Yale, Harvard,
and Columbia. What were the academics do-
ing during all of this? Psychology—particu-
larly child psychology—was still trying to es-
tablish itself as a legitimate (i.e., “hard”)
science. For the most part, academic psychol-
ogists were trying to engage in “normal sci-
ence” and thus moved away from juvenile de-
linquency—and anything else viewed as
“soft,” “mushy,” and “abnormal”—just about
as fast as they could.

A sense of the “normal science” of the
times can be gained by examining part I of
the Yearbook of the National Society for Edu-
cation for 1944, entitled Adolescence (Henry,
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1944). The idea for the yearbook—*“a critical
summary of the results of the projects com-
pleted at places like Harvard, Yale, Chicago,
the University of California, and agencies
such as the American Youth Commission and
the Progressive Education Association”—was
proposed by Dr. Harold E. Jones, Director of
the Institute for Child Welfare at Berkeley in
1939. The volume represented the state of the
art. Edited by N. B. Henry of Chicago, the
volume consisted of 18 chapters.

After an introductory chapter by Lawrence
Frank (at the Institute on Personality Develop-
ment, New York), there are four chapters on
physical and physiological changes in adoles-
cence and four chapters on physical, motor,
and mental abilities. These first eight chapters
are the longest, with the most references, and,
in effect, devoted to the anthropometry of ad-
olescence, a la Galton and Boas, and the psy-
chometry of adolescence, ability testing. The
chapters are largely empirical and atheoreti-
cal, relying heavily on Thorndike and mea-
surement.

The next section—“The Adolescent and
the Social Order”—contains five chapters,
clearly different in tone and style. They are
more essays in which the authors are trying to
deal with “softer,” social variables issues. The
arguments are cogent but based on relatively
little empirical research. The arguments rest
mainly on Dewey, Mead, Horney, Freud, and
... G. Stanley Hall. The final section on edu-
cational implications includes three chapters
in which the authors attempt, vaguely and
vainly, to link research with practice and
policy.

The final chapter is an evaluation of the
yearbook, written by George D. Stoddard
(1944; Commissioner of Education, New York
State). Basically, he argues that Hall did the
best he could. But Hall’s followers and the
gloss of psychopathology come under fire:

While the Yearbook committee would be the last
group to maintain that new discoveries reside in
this volume, its chairman deserves full praise for
the balanced views presented in a field of study
which has long been the happy hunting ground of
sentimentalists and fanatics. G. Stanley Hall knew
that adolescence was important, and he knew why,
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but most of his followers were tainted with a sense
of vicarious sin. They wallowed in subscience and
sermons; the adolescent veered from evil to saintli-
ness, without enough good, rational, explorable ter-
ritory in between. (p. 346)

Stoddard ends his chapter not with the con-
ventional “more research is needed” but rather
with the call for a new kind of research—
more precise, experimental research:

As scientists, the authors proceed cautiously—and
with reasonable restraint, as social observers. The
result is sometimes meager, but it is never prepos-
terous. Their scientific method is the best available,
but it is not as yet good enough. The next approach
to adolescent development will be less statistical
and comparative; it will become experimental. . . .
[Flor a long time, we shall not need another year-
book based on the same type of material. It will be
better to wait until new methods of analysis (physi-
ological, mental, emotional and social) have been
perfected. (p. 347)

Comparisons of Then and Now

All this happened a long time ago. It was a
different time. Society was different. But we
still have adolescents, parents, and a con-
cerned society. What are some of the similari-
ties and commonalities between “interven-
tions” then and now? Just how, specifically,
is the developmental context of adolescents in
society different now than it was a half-cen-
tury ago?

Interventions then and now are based on
similar assumptions regarding adolescents

From Hall’s time to the present, we have real-
ized the gregarious and impulsive nature of
adolescence. We know and accept that adoles-
cents are neither children nor adults and that
they have specific developmental needs. Since
the time of the Puritans, as a society we have
been worried that “idle hands are the devil’s
workshop” and have been concerned with the
havoc that those idle hands might wreak
(Hall, 1904; Muuss, 1995; Thomas, 1996).
Generations of adults have voiced a collective
need that adolescents control their “instincts
and impulsive behaviors.” We have designed


https://doi.org/10.1017/S0954579400004119

780

institutions (White, 1999) for their socializa-
tion and the internalization of our values. We
have also tried, with varying degrees of
awareness, effort, and success, to provide ad-
olescents with constructive outlets to satisfy
their developmental needs.

From flappers (1920s) to bobby-soxers
(late 1930s to 1940s) to teenagers (1950s) to
generation-Xers, certain adolescent develop-
mental needs have remained constant (and are
the stuff of textbooks): adolescents want in-
stant gratification, need to test the limits of
authority, need to engage in a modicum of
outrageous behavior, etc. Adults, in turn, also
have collective needs to put limits on them,
to “control” their impulses, to socialize them.
This much has been constant in every era
(Davis, 1940).

What developmental needs were they and
we trying to satisfy? These developmental
needs and motives can be seen or inferred by
looking at problem behavior as having a dual
aspect. John Hughlings Jackson (1884), the
father of modern neurology, first articulated
this duality in the context of Herbert Spen-
cer’s evolutionary associationism as he ap-
plied it to his work with epilepsy; he labeled
it the “double symptom”:

The symptomatology of nervous diseases is a dou-
ble condition; there is a negative and there is a pos-
itive element in every case ... Now, suppose that
from disease the normal highest level of evolution
(the topmost layer) is rendered functionless. This
is the dissolution, to which answer the negative
symptoms of the patient’s insanity. I contend his
positive mental symptoms are still the survivals of
his fittest states, are survivals on the lower, but
then highest level of evolution. The most absurd
mentation, and most extravagant actions in insane
people are the survivals of their fittest states. (pp.
46-47)

Our claim is not that all adolescents are
insane. Our claim is merely that significant
formal parallels (Siegel, Bisanz, & Bisanz,
1983) or analogies (Lorenz, 1976) exist
among “‘symptomatic” behaviors in numerous
human populations. There’s the aspect of the
behavior that bothers us—the negative symp-
tom; the other aspect tells us of what the per-
son is still capable.
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Typically, “problem behavior” is viewed
almost entirely in its negative aspect, as a
symptom reflecting what’s wrong; the crazi-
ness, the bad stuff. Rarely is problem behav-
ior viewed in its positive aspect—the best of
what’s left—reflecting the function that the
behavior serves or, alternatively, the develop-
mental need that the adolescent is trying to
satisfy. Over 60 years ago the neuropsycholo-
gist Kurt Goldstein (1942) articulated a doc-
trine—the definition of a symptom—that has
become core to contemporary family systems
theory:

The attempt of the organism to find a new adjust-
ment gives rise to two kinds of symptoms: the first
kind reveals the struggle; the second reflects the
tendency to build up substitute performances
which allow it to escape this struggle and to come
to terms with the demands of the outer world in
the best possible way under the given conditions.
(p- 69)

That is, any symptom must be looked at as an
attempt on the part of the organism to main-
tain its integrity.

Interventions then and now are based on
similar adult need structures

Just as adolescents’ engagement in problem
behaviors serves a function or need, our de-
signed institutions serve or satisfy several
deep-seated needs of adults. Maintaining con-
trol and preventing chaos satisfies our need
for security. Maintaining the economic status
quo or providing opportunity satisfies our
(economic) need for prosperity. Maintaining a
sense of personal efficacy (i.e., believing that
what we do can make a difference) satisfies
something like a need for mastery or compe-
tence. Providing for the continuity of society
through our children likely satisfies some al-
truistic, “future-oriented” needs.

Why demonize or scapegoat adolescents?
Characterizations of teenagers, as well as the
interventions we devise for them, are de-
signed to serve the needs of the adults as
much as they are to serve adolescents. What
“need” does it satisfy for adults? Males
(1996) has argued and documented that we
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scapegoat teenagers, but doesn’t really say
why. Platt (1969) suggests that we keep poor
teenagers down in order to maintain and per-
petuate a working class.

The authors believe that adults really do
want what’s best for teenagers, at least their
teenagers, but we may be a bit ambivalent
about “other people’s teenagers.” We are very
sensitive about any suggestion that as a soci-
ety we are negligent in our treatment of chil-
dren, although the evidence says that as a so-
ciety we clearly are negligent. (Just how much
of our social policy is shaped by efforts to get
rid of the “burden of blame” is an open issue.)

While there are similarities, there are also
notable differences between then and now

Adolescents are now a distinct and profitable
economic “market.” Palladino (1996) has ar-
gued that as “teenagers” became a consumer
group targeted by marketing and advertising
executives in the late 1940s, the official teen-
age rebel culture was birthed. There was
money to be made by establishing teens as
a separate culture with separate needs (i.e., a
completely different line of products and
styles to be sold in music, clothes, hair, cars,
etc.). Just as “official teenage culture” was
recognized by the economic marketplace, it
was reified in research in universities.

For the most part, psychologists shied
away from research on “applied issues.” In
contrast, sociologists embraced this new teen-
age culture and the applied research that
such an acceptance implied. The 1950s and
1960s saw the groundbreaking research by the
Gluecks (1950, 1970) and the McCords
(1964) on juvenile delinquency, and James
Coleman’s The Adolescent Society (1961), in
which he pointed to the existence and dangers
of an entire “deviant youth culture.” Develop-
mental psychologists in the universities were
latecomers in research on “applied” issues in
adolescence. But in the 1980s, applied devel-
opmental research became the rage. Prior to
the 1980s, empirical research on applied is-
sues in adolescence was published largely in
Youth and Society and Journal of Youth and
Adolescence, and much of this was sociologi-
cal rather than psychological in nature. In the
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1980s, the Society for Research in Adoles-
cence was founded (1986) and numerous new
journals (e.g., Journal of Research on Adoles-
cence) began publication. As Stoddard (1944)
had hoped over 50 years ago, we have devel-
oped methods of analysis (e.g., structural-
equation modeling, individual growth-curve
analysis) that have permitted us not only to
analyze data in a more sophisticated fashion
but to ask more sophisticated questions.

Again, “teenager” is a concept that ser-
vices adults primarily and teens secondarily.
In a sense, World War I and World War 11
temporarily “solved” the problem of antiso-
cial behavior—or at least seriously distracted
the national attention away from it—because
youth, as a group, could serve the larger soci-
ety. Those conscripted fought; those remain-
ing at home contributed to the “war effort.”
Antisocial behavior frequently decreases in
the face of the need to unite and oppose a
common enemy (James, 1912).

While problem behavior was largely
“sociologized” through the 1960s, it has be-
come “medicalized” in the 1990s. In an age
in which we have been led to believe that
there is a “magic scientific bullet” for nearly
all physiological and social problems (‘“ail-
ments”), we have “medicalized” problem be-
havior. An unspoken corollary of the “intra-
psychic” view is that if the locus of the
problem is in the adolescent, then parents and
society are off the hook. The genetic or bio-
logical perspective provides that out: “There’s
nothing we could do; our child was born a
delinquent.” While this may sometimes be
true, even the DSM-IV-R suggests that only a
small percentage of people with mental illness
have problems that are purely physiological in
origin.

We contend that children’s and adoles-
cents’ basic developmental needs are getting
met less well now than before World War 1
and World War II. At a minimum, today’s ad-
olescents seem to be experiencing less con-
nectedness with their families and the adult
society. Historically, children were raised al-
most exclusively within a family or commu-
nity context. Adolescents had adult mentors
as they served in apprenticeships to learn their
trade. Such an environment may have pro-
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moted closer, personal relationships between
teenagers and adults and served to make
adults the their official, socially sanctioned
role models.

Now there is less adult—adolescent interac-
tion. As a result of the colonization of teenag-
ers that occurred earlier in the century, teen-
agers spend less time with adults than ever
before. Mentoring and apprenticeships as for-
mal institutions for introducing teenagers into
the adult world are virtually absent. Further,
we fail to (a) articulate clearly our goals for
“success” and (b) establish clear trajectories
for teenagers to negotiate successfully entry
into the adult world. Currently, schools and
other large institutions are expected to take
the role once filled by parents, individual
adults, and neighborhood clubs and facilities.
The ready availability of firearms, the omni-
presence of TV and its icons, instantaneous
distal communication via chatrooms on the in-
ternet, huge shopping malls, enormous high
schools with high teacher-to-student ratios in
classrooms, and other changes in the last 50
years undoubtedly have contributed to a gen-
eral sense of disconnectedness by teenagers.

The move away from adult-controlled and
adult-monitored socialization has other nega-
tive consequences. We, as adults, feel less in
control. This may help to explain what makes
it possible for adult attacks on adolescent so-
ciety to be as intense and vitriolic as they are.
It’s as if we think of adolescents as a different
species, not just a younger age cadre. In his
Adolescence (1904), Hall argued that adoles-
cence was a stage in man’s ontogenetic devel-
opment that recapitulated earlier “savage”—
primitive and tribal—stages in the evolution
of culture. Konrad Lorenz has discussed
scapegoating in terms of “pseudospeciation,”
a proposed psychobiological mechanism. In
his classic work On Aggression (1963), Lo-
renz argued that throughout history the domi-
nant society tends to characterize the under-
class as not only a lower class but as a
different species, in order to justify and ratio-
nalize their mistreatment.

Elkind (1987) provides a less mean-spir-
ited argument. He pointed out that, histori-
cally, images of children are social construc-
tions rather than reflections of any objective
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reality. Because modern-day false images of
children are cloaked in the armor of “sci-
ence,” they are harder to combat. In Elkind’s
words, “the image of the child at any point
in history always fills the predominant parent
needs and defenses of that developmental ep-
och” (p. 9). He predicted that in the 1990s,
because parents would be too busy to parent
their children, society would focus on chil-
dren’s social sophistication and self-suffi-
ciency, and the diminished influence of par-
enting. Harris (1998) reflects just this point of
view: Since science has found that children
are self- (and peer-) determinative, parents
don’t need to feel guilty because children
have always raised themselves anyway, in
spite of their parents’ best efforts. Both of
these views have in common an argument that
places the full burden of responsibility on
the child. By doing so, adults are excused
from judgment, blame, and responsibility. By
adopting these stances, adult behavior is auto-
matically deemed “the best they can do given
impossible circumstances.”

Earlier and Recent Attempts to
Understand Problem Behavior:
What Are the Common Threads?

Problem behaviors still create significant so-
cial costs, and we have been largely unsuc-
cessful in reducing their occurrence. In what
follows, we describe briefly what we consider
to be the reoccurring themes that offer reason-
able probabilities of gains in that direction.

Risk and protective factors can be
characterized as forces or vectors that move
adolescents closer to or further away from
successful completion of developmental tasks

A strong nurturing family is a potent protec-
tive factor; lack of it is a potent risk factor.
At least since the time of Jane Addams and
Hull House (Levine & Levine, 1992), we
have known that family is an important factor
in positive psychosocial development. Healy
and Bronner’s (1926) research nailed this
down empirically. Recent evidence from the
National Longitudinal Study of Adolescent
Health (ADD Health) suggests that family
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connectedness (i.e., the physical presence of
parents in the home, nurturing family relation-
ships, and instilling a sense of belonging) pro-
vides the single greatest protection against
drug use, early sexual involvement, violence,
and emotional problems for teens. Parents and
home relationships may be primary predictors
of antisocial behavior because it is in the
home and within the family that so many fun-
damental needs must be met. In the words of
the ADD Health team, “Feeling loved and
cared for by parents matters in a big way”
(Blum & Rinehart, 1997, p. 31).

Connectedness refers to more than just
family. Being a member of a Girl Scout troop
or the Knights of King Arthur and the Ladies
of Avalon or the Civilian Conservation Corps
provided a youngster with a sense of emo-
tional connectedness and community. With a
lack of as rich a set of potential “connecting
places,” schools today play an almost exclu-
sive role of providing a place outside of the
family for kids to connect. The ADD Health
research team found that a feeling of connect-
edness to teachers and school (i.e., feeling
fairly treated, close to others, and a part of
the school) was the only aspect of the school
environment associated consistently with
healthier outcomes for students (Blum &
Rinehart, 1997).

Interaction with a significant adult mentor
provides the most powerful buffer against risk
factors. Resiliency is best characterized as
having enough of the right kind of a giant pro-
tective factor present in one’s life at a critical
time. Data from Emmy Werner’s (1989) lon-
gitudinal study suggest that despite develop-
mental difficulties (e.g., poverty, birth com-
plications, discordant home lives, alcoholic
parents), one third of the children in her study
were resistant to risks and became healthy,
productive adults. After examining a variety
of protective factors (e.g., family stability,
birth order, number of siblings), Werner con-
cluded, “The resilient children in our study
had at least one person in their lives who ac-
cepted them unconditionally, regardless of
temperamental idiosyncrasies or physical or
mental handicaps” (p. 109). Similarly, Bron-
fenbrenner (as cited in Schorr, 1997) has
shared his belief that in order to “grow up
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whole, be able to learn, and develop a con-
science, children need to experience the irra-
tional love, attention and commitment of at
least one adult. Someone needs to be crazy
about the kid” (p. 225). Even John Dilulio
(1994), who coined the term ‘“super-preda-
tors” to describe his vision of the next genera-
tion of teens, admits that kids from the tough-
est circumstances can become successful if
“they grow up believing that there are adults
in their world who care desperately about
their physical, emotional, and intellectual
well-being, and who want nothing in return
save love itself” (p. 23).

Given the present structure of adolescents’
environments, prosocial peer groups are abso-
lutely essential for the healthy transition be-
tween childhood and adulthood. A valid piece
of Harris’s (1998) otherwise controversial ar-
gument in The Nurture Assumption is that by
isolating teenagers from the workplace and
adult community we have established a cul-
ture in which teens are, in essence, raising
each other. Teenagers spend far more time
with other teenagers than they do with adults,
creating an environment in which teenagers
are each other’s role models. In such an envi-
ronment, Moffitt’s argument that mimicry is
a primary contributor to adolescence-limited
antisocial behavior makes sense. Teenagers
who are trying to find their way into compe-
tency and adulthood, and who fail to find pro-
ductive means to do so, tend to engage in anti-
social behavior with their antisocial peers.
However, these same teenagers desist when
they find a socially appropriate route into
adulthood, e.g., marriage to a nondelinquent
girlfriend, getting a job, military service
(Nagin & Land, 1933; Pickles & Rutter, 1991;
Sampson & Laub, 1996).

These findings can also be explained in
terms of adolescents seeking an appropriate
pathway to accomplish developmental tasks
successfully. As a group, adolescents work
very hard to discover their own personal iden-
tity. Research suggests that as they become
increasingly self-aware, they are less likely to
engage in antisocial behavior (LeBlanc,
1993). Adolescents work hard to individuate,
to understand themselves separate from their
family. Peer groups can be instrumental, for
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good or ill, in this regard. Adolescents who
belong to prosocial groups are less likely to
engage in antisocial behavior. Further, adoles-
cents are working hard to become competent,
to make the transition from dependent child
to productive adult. Teenagers who work to
meet family needs (i.e., teens who serve an
adultlike role within their family) are also less
likely to engage in antisocial behavior (Elder,
1974/1999).

Not all problem behaviors are the same:
Different behaviors have different meanings
for different teenagers

Extensive research has now shown that prob-
lem behaviors are neither homogeneous nor
alike. In a series of studies, Siegel and his col-
leagues (Lavery, Siegel, & Rubovits, 1993;
Shapiro, Siegel & Scovill, 1998; Siegel,
Cousins, Rubovits, Parsons, Lavery, & Crow-
ley, 1994) asked adolescents to rate different
“problem” behaviors in terms of (a) the fre-
quency of their involvement and (b) how dis-
advantageous (i.e., “risky”) and (c) how ad-
vantageous (i.e., “beneficial”) the behavior
was to them. In terms of rated involvement,
the 20 problem behaviors “clustered” into 4-5
statistically distinct factors. Further, different
behaviors have different meaning for different
adolescents. As Judge Ben Lindsey observed
over 70 years ago, the theft of a bar of candy
“meant” something different for the son of a
wealthy scion than it did for a poor street boy.
Finally, while several of the behaviors may be
“functionally equivalent” in their meaning to
the teenager (e.g., smoking and truancy may
both reflect a “middle-finger-up” response to
authority), they are not topologically the
same. These considerations make question-
able the assumption “one size fits all” (i.e.,
that a single intervention is suitable for all
problem behaviors or all adolescents) and im-
ply the necessity to individualize interven-
tions.

Alternative behaviors and activities
are essential in reducing adolescent
problem behavior

In the studies by Siegel et al. cited above, the
best predictor of reported involvement was
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not how risky, but rather how beneficial, the
behavior was perceived to be by the adoles-
cent. Even though the rated risks of the be-
havior were usually significantly greater than
the rated benefits, perceived benefits best pre-
dicted involvement. The literature is replete
with theories stressing the importance of per-
ceived risk to the decision whether or not to
engage in problem behaviors (e.g., Furby &
Beyth—Marom, 1992). Yet, at least for these
adolescents, the “benefits”—although mini-
mal—seemed to be more crucial. These re-
sults have an obvious interpretation: to reduce
problem behavior, make available and rein-
force alternative positive behaviors.

We need to prevent problem behaviors
from reaching Wakefield’s (1992) “harmful
dysfunction” criterion. Early workers with
youth realized this intuitively, if not explic-
itly. The Reverend Forbush (founder of the
Knights of King Arthur and the Ladies of Av-
alon), Lord Baden—Powell (the Boy Scouts),
and Frederick Thrasher realized early on the
importance of asking “Why?” and, “What
function does it serve?”, and “What need does
it satisfy?” about problem behaviors. They
then went about devising ways to provide ad-
olescents with alternative behaviors and activ-
ities with which these needs could be satis-
fied.

Implications for Social Policy
and Research

What can be done to bridge the gap between
theory and research and the development of
successful intervention strategies?

Take developmental contexts seriously

One answer may be to take more seriously the
suggestion to intervene both at the level of the
child and at the multiple levels of the child’s
contexts. In order to do this, however, we
must have a firmer grasp of what we mean
when we use the term “context.” As Siegel
and Cohen (1991) have pointed out, in every-
day usage the terms ‘“context” and “environ-
ment” have been taken as equivalent expres-
sions. But context implies much more than an
environment or “behavior setting.” Siegel and
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Cohen asserted that contexts are created by
people and, so, are essentially social. Contexts
do not exist independently of people, memo-
ries, motivation, and meaning. Thus, truly
context-sensitive interventions will work, not
only to strengthen hurting children but also to
strengthen and support the important people
who together make up the contexts within
which children develop. Truly context-sensi-
tive interventions will strive to understand
what various contexts mean from the child’s
perspective, and will take seriously the chal-
lenge to create optimal environments for
children replete with nurturing adults, growth-
producing events, and the opportunity for suc-
cessful tomorrows. That we are now begin-
ning to take context seriously is evidenced in
the recent Special Issue of this journal entirely
devoted to contextualism and developmental
psychopathology (Cicchetti & Aber, 1998).

View adolescent misbehavior as striving
toward successful completion of
developmental tasks

Problem behavior is viewed most produc-
tively in its double aspect, as a “double symp-
tom.” We need to educate policymakers in
this regard. It’s all too easy to focus on the
negative behaviors that bother and irritate us.
To understand the behaviors in any full-
blooded sense, we need also to consider the
positive aspect of the behavior—what func-
tion that behavior is serving or what need that
behavior is satisfying. For example, consider
teenage smoking in the school restroom, a
common “problem behavior.” The negative
aspects of the “symptom” are obvious: irritat-
ing fumes to those around, violation of rules,
and so forth. What is the positive aspect? Per-
haps smoking in the restroom serves the func-
tion (need) of asserting one’s independence.
Prior to designing a specific intervention,
then, we need to do more than a behavior as-
sessment. We also need to do a “needs” as-
sessment. Risk taking may serve as a pathway
to meeting needs that are otherwise blocked
or unattainable. Fifteen years ago, Jessor
(1984) argued that, when designing interven-
tion programs, substitute behaviors had to be
capable of fulfilling functions similar to those
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of the risk behaviors they were intended to
replace (Jessor, 1984). Adolescents, like
adults, do things for a reason. Behaviors that
adults label “dysfunctional” or “inappropri-
ate” may be the same behaviors that help the
adolescent survive in his environment. The
adolescent needs to learn more effective, ap-
propriate, alternative methods of dealing with
his environment so that he can get his needs
met without getting into trouble (Scovill,
Scovill, & Timbers, 1987; Takanishi, 1996).
In Table 1, we try to articulate a potential set
of relationships between functions of risk tak-
ing, examples of risk-taking behaviors, and al-
ternative behaviors.

Design teenagers’ environments to promote
the successful completion of adolescents’
developmental tasks and satisfaction of their
developmental needs

We do not have currently the methodology to
establish causal relationships between envi-
ronmental factors and delinquency, or be-
tween genetic factors and delinquency. As
Rutter et al. (1998) have argued:

Genetic and physiological research has been clear
cut in their findings that biological risk factors op-
erate in a probabilistic, not deterministic fashion
... One of the important (and valid) blocks to an
acceptance of biological influences on crime was
the implausibility of deterministic causation of a
socially and legally defined behavior. . .. There is
a small but growing body of evidence suggesting
that—although there is a substantial genetic com-
ponent in both aggressiveness and disruptive or
anti-social behavior—in delinquency as such this
component is much weaker. (pp. 128, 131)

We propose that, for purposes of social pol-
icy, it will be more productive to conceptual-
ize environmental factors as being similarly
probabilistic. From this view, then, the over-
arching goal of social policy is to increase the
probability that teenagers will be able to ne-
gotiate successfully the tasks involved in be-
coming a healthy and productive adult (Ta-
kanishi, 1996).

We argue here for the promotion of devel-
opmental health and developmentally healthy
environments. Increasing developmental suc-
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cess will best reduce problem behavior and
delinquency. Risk and protective factors might
be best reconceptualized as those factors that
deter or promote successful negotiation of de-
velopmental tasks. Teenagers’ environments,
in this scheme, need to be evaluated according
to criteria centering on success in develop-
mental tasks.

The environments to which we allocate to-
day’s teenagers are not, for the most part, de-
signed to promote successful completion of
their developmental tasks. Environments for
today’s teenagers are lean on the presence of
protective factors (e.g., cohesive family rela-
tionships, school participation, interested adults,
conventional role models, the presence of
neighborhood resources, and involvement in
school and community organizations) and
rich in the presence of risk factors (e.g.,
poverty, low self-esteem, deviant role models,
parent—child conflict, and poor school perfor-
mance). Today’s environments for teenagers
meet the needs of adults quite adequately
(e.g., maintain economic status quo, control to
prevent chaos, structure for bureaucratic
purposes, keeping kids off the street and
busy). But, for the most part, they fail badly
in meeting the needs of the teenagers (e.g.,
desire for autonomy, learning to deal with
self-focus and self-consciousness, needing to
know who they are and where they will fit
as an adult, concern over developing healthy
heterosexual relationships, desire to utilize
their increased ability to use abstract rea-
soning).

For example, Eccles and Midgley (1990)
have argued that junior high school environ-
ments not only fail to support teens in suc-
cessful completion of developmental tasks,
they work against teen success. Specifically,
they argue that junior high schools

.. . emphasize competition, social comparison, and
ability self-assessment at a time of heightened self-
focus; they decrease decision making and choice at
a time when the desire for control is growing; they
emphasize lower level cognitive strategies at a time
when the ability to use higher level strategies is
increasing; and they disrupt social networks at a
time when adolescents are especially concerned
with peer relationships and are in special need of
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close adults relationships outside of the home. (p.
143)

Eccles and Midgley (1990) have argued
that junior high schools “ghettoize” early ado-
lescents. They analyzed the changes that teen-
agers experience as they make the transition
from elementary to junior high school—at the
height of puberty. They found several patterns
of negative environmental changes. As com-
pared to elementary classrooms, junior high
school classrooms were characterized by a
greater emphasis on teacher control and disci-
pline, a less personal and positive teacher—
student relationship, and fewer opportunities
for student decision making. According to
Simmons and Blyth (1987), adolescents need
a safe and intellectually challenging environ-
ment if they are to make the shift from adoles-
cence to adulthood successfully. Specifically,
teenagers need an environment that provides
both a “zone of comfort” and challenging op-
portunities for growth. Research suggests that
we are failing to provide such environments
for our youth.

Provide alternatives for the positive
expression of and satisfaction of
developmental needs

We have articulated clearly what we want
teenagers to stop doing. We have specified a
wide range of behaviors in which we don’t
want them to be engaged. In contrast, we have
failed to articulate an equally broad landscape
of behaviors in which we do want them to be
engaged. The message teenagers get is “go to
school, succeed in school and school-based
activities.” If adolescents don’t succeed in
school or don’t get involved in school activi-
ties, there are few, if any, alternative means
to achieve success as a teenager. Note that
most risk and protective factors have to do
with family and school success. The kids we
are losing are kids who have no family sup-
port and then fail to connect at school as well.
We have few, if any, alternatives for these
children. There are virtually no safety nets for
children who don’t fit into the school success
mold. And with schools getting larger and
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larger, more and more children don’t fit the
mold. More kids are falling through the
cracks. We have to do better at providing kids
with alternatives. We need to go beyond tell-
ing kids what not to do and start telling them
what we would like them to do instead. Inter-
ventions need to clearly articulate, teach, pro-
mote, and reinforce alternative behaviors for
success. Historically, that was the goal of the
clubs, programs, plans, and societies that
arose earlier in this century. They provided
youth with multiple environments to develop
commitment to societal values, to learn long-
term goal setting and planning, to develop
empathy for others, and to learn effective so-
cial problem solving. In addition these clubs
provided surveillance and monitoring of teens
by caring and invested adults, provided proso-
cial peer groups, and made available social re-
wards for engaging in nondelinquent behav-
ior. All of those things are listed by Rutter
et al. (1998) as “features inhibiting antisocial
behavior.”

Think health promotion, not
disease prevention

There appear to be different trajectories for
entry into antisocial behavior patterns. Kids
who get started early get more involved in
more serious behavior. The pathway that
leads to repeated and severe crimes almost al-
ways begins before age 12 years and starts
with conflict with authority (Loeber, 1996;
Loeber & Stouthamer—Loeber, 1998). Per-
haps acting out can be interpreted as an ex-
pression of not having constructive ways to
meet one’s needs. However, these findings
also suggest that the two “types” of delin-
quents might be expressing the same “needs”
through different channels: teens who act out
early and often engage in minor aggression
first, then fighting, and then violent crime. In
contrast, teens who prefer more covert ways
of acting out lie, shoplift, vandalize, cut
school, and progress to fraud, theft, burglary,
and more serious crimes. The same small
number of LCP delinquents seem not to be
“specialists” (i.e., they seem to engage in a
variety of antisocial behaviors). Loeber
(1996) has argued that children who get in-
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volved in delinquency early tend to “‘stack”
their behavior (i.e., add new behaviors to their
repertoire of skills). Some of the behaviors
develop to support other behaviors (e.g., lying
may be a prerequisite to being a successful
thief).

Albert Einstein is reputed to have once
said, “The significant problems we face can-
not be solved at the same level of thinking we
were at when we created them.” Adopting a
new perspective—a positive and proactive
one—may be required. Medicine has made
substantial progress in reducing the occur-
rence of heart and lung disease, some types of
cancer, and so forth by adopting a strategy of
not only telling people what not to do (e.g.,
don’t smoke, don’t drink in excess, don’t eat
too much fat) but teaching people what o do
to increase their health (e.g., eat fruits, vegeta-
bles and fiber, exercise, drinks lots of water).
The emphasis in the new “health promotion”
and “wellness” movements is not to instruct
people to avoid disease but rather to encour-
age them to seek health.

History suggests that we might better ac-
complish the task of reducing problem behav-
iors by increasing the likelihood of adoles-
cents’ success. That’s what Boys’ Clubs and
the Knights of King Arthur and Ladies of Av-
alon were all about nearly a century ago. We
see several promising moves in this direction
today: for example, Emory Cowen’s work on
resilience, prevention, and wellness promo-
tion in the schools (Cowen, 1996, 1997);
Scott Henggeler’s multisystemic approach to
violence prevention (Henggeler, 1991; Heng-
geler et al., 1998); and the Fast Track Project
for prevention of antisocial behavior in high
risk children (Conduct Problems Prevention
Research Group, 1999a, 1999b). Recently,
Martin Seligman (1998; Peterson, Seligman,
Yurko, Martin, & Friedman, 1998) has called
for the development of a “positive psychol-
ogy” and believes that the development of hu-
man strengths such as courage, optimism,
work ethic, responsibility, future-mindedness,
and perseverance could arguably serve as
buffers against mental illness. Perhaps the
strategy would work when considering prob-
lem behavior, the double symptom of adoles-
cence.
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