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Introduction

From 2012 to 2015, the National Council on 

&ULPH�DQG�'HOLQTXHQF\��1&&'��FRQGXFWHG�
research in California to examine the individual, 

family, and community factors involved in girls’ 

experiences with and desistance from gangs and 

JDQJ�UHODWHG�FULPH��7KH�JRDOV�RI�1&&'·V�VWXG\�
included identifying girls’ reasons for joining 

gangs, their experiences and activities related 

to gang involvement, and their motivations and 

strategies for transitioning away from gangs.This 

H[HFXWLYH�VXPPDU\�SUHVHQWV�NH\�ÀQGLQJV�IURP�
1&&'·V�LQWHUYLHZV�ZLWK�����JDQJ�LQYROYHG�JLUOV��,W�
also provides recommendations for practitioners, 

policymakers, and others who are interested in 

improving outcomes for gang-involved girls. 

Methods 
This study had two phases of data collection: 

(1) individual interviews with key stakeholders 

(including former gang members, outreach 

workers, and researchers), and (2) individual 

interviews with gang-involved girls and young 

women. A small advisory board composed of 

individuals with expertise in gang outreach and in 

intervention work with girls worked closely with 

1&&'�UHVHDUFKHUV�WR�JXLGH�WKH�VWXG\·V�UHVHDUFK�
and recruitment methods.

1&&'�GHYHORSHG�WZR�LQVWUXPHQWV�IRU�GDWD�
FROOHFWLRQ��)RU�VWDNHKROGHU�LQWHUYLHZV��1&&'�
FUHDWHG�D�TXDOLWDWLYH��VHPLVWUXFWXUHG�LQWHUYLHZ�
guide to collect information about participants’ 

personal experiences with gang desistance (for 

those who were formerly gang involved) and the 

impact this has on their work with girls; knowledge 

gained through working with girls about factors 

DරHFWLQJ�GHVLVWDQFH��DQG�EHVW�SUDFWLFHV�LQ�HQJDJLQJ�
with and intervening in the lives of gang-involved 

JLUOV��)RU�LQWHUYLHZV�ZLWK�JLUOV��1&&'�GHYHORSHG�DQ�
LQVWUXPHQW�WR�JDWKHU�TXDQWLWDWLYH�DQG�TXDOLWDWLYH�

data through scale-based survey items and 

RSHQ�HQGHG�TXHVWLRQV�WKDW�DVVHVVHG�JLUOV·�OLIH�
experiences, involvement in gangs and gang-

UHODWHG�DFWLYLWLHV��DQG�GHVLVWDQFH�HරRUWV��0RVW�
items were based on published scales that were 

PRGLÀHG�E\�WKH�DGYLVRU\�ERDUG��DV�QHHGHG��WR�EH�
appropriate for gang-involved girls; others were  

VHPLVWUXFWXUHG�TXHVWLRQV�FUHDWHG�IRU�WKLV�VWXG\��

Understanding that terms such as “gang” and 

“gang member” may carry stigma and are often 

used as negative labels, particularly in low-income 

FRPPXQLWLHV�RI�FRORU��1&&'�ZRUNHG�FORVHO\�ZLWK�
the advisory board to implement research methods 

designed to accurately and sensitively capture girls’ 

experiences. This approach included coordinating 

with key stakeholders, advisory board members, 

and other community partners to help identify girls 

who were interested in participating in the study; it 

also focused on asking girls open-ended interview 

TXHVWLRQV�DERXW�WKHLU�JDQJ�PHPEHUVKLS�DQG�
LQYROYHPHQW��ZKLFK�DOORZHG�WKHP�WR�GHÀQH�WKHLU�
lived experiences in their own words.
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Findings

7KH�ÀQGLQJV�UHSRUWHG�KHUH�DUH�EDVHG�RQ�LQWHUYLHZV�
with 114 gang-involved girls and young women; 

the sample size (or n size) for individual items may 

YDU\��$V�WKHVH�ÀQGLQJV�GHVFULEH�WKH�H[SHULHQFH�RI�D�
VSHFLÀF�JURXS�RI�LQWHUYLHZ�SDUWLFLSDQWV�DQG�ZDV�QRW�
designed to be a representative sample, these data 

cannot necessarily be generalized to the larger 

population of gang-involved girls. 

Findings are presented in two main sections. 

7KH�ÀUVW�VHFWLRQ�SUHVHQWV�KLJKOLJKWV�IURP�WKH�
TXDQWLWDWLYH�GDWD��LQFOXGLQJ�D�SURÀOH�RI�LQWHUYLHZ�
participants and information about their 

experiences while involved in gangs. The second 

VHFWLRQ�IRFXVHV�RQ�TXDOLWDWLYH�GDWD�WR�FRQWH[WXDOL]H�
WKH�TXDQWLWDWLYH�ÀQGLQJV�DQG�LQFOXGHV�DQ�
examination of why and how girls join or become 

associated with gangs, their role(s) in gangs, and 

why and how they leave gangs. 

Characteristics of Interview 
Participants  
Location: Participants were interviewed in eight 

&DOLIRUQLD�FLWLHV��+D\ZDUG��/RV�$QJHOHV��2DNODQG��
Richmond, Salinas, San Francisco, San Jose, and San 

/HDQGUR��7KH�ODUJHVW�SHUFHQWDJHV�RI�SDUWLFLSDQWV�
ZHUH�LQWHUYLHZHG�LQ�/RV�$QJHOHV��������6DQ�-RVH�
�������DQG�6DQ�)UDQFLVFR��������3DUWLFLSDQWV�
did not necessarily live in the city in which their 

LQWHUYLHZV�WRRN�SODFH��)RU�FRQÀGHQWLDOLW\�SXUSRVHV��
interviewees were not asked in what city they lived 

or were involved in gang activity. 

Age: Participants ranged in age from 14 to 25 

\HDUV��3DUWLFLSDQWV·�PHGLDQ�DJH�ZDV����\HDUV��$ERXW�
KDOI�WKH�SDUWLFLSDQWV�������ZHUH�EHWZHHQ�WKH�DJHV�
of 17 and 19. 

Race/Ethnicity:�3DUWLFLSDQWV�LGHQWLÀHG�WKHPVHOYHV�
DV�+LVSDQLF�RU�/DWLQR��������%ODFN�$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQ�

�������0L[HG�5DFH��������1DWLYH�$PHULFDQ�������
3DFLÀF�,VODQGHU�������RU�:KLWH������

Country of Origin: Most participants reported 

EHLQJ�ERUQ�LQ�HLWKHU�WKH�8QLWHG�6WDWHV�������RU�
0H[LFR��������$ERXW�WZR�WKLUGV�������KDG�DW�OHDVW�
one parent born in the United States, and more 

WKDQ�RQH�WKLUG�������UHSRUWHG�KDYLQJ�DW�OHDVW�RQH�
parent born in Mexico.

Sexual Orientation: When asked about sexual 

RULHQWDWLRQ��DERXW�����RI�SDUWLFLSDQWV�LGHQWLÀHG�
DV�VWUDLJKW�DQG�����DV�OHVELDQ��JD\��ELVH[XDO��RU�
TXHVWLRQLQJ��/*%74���

Romantic Relationships:�7KUHH�TXDUWHUV�������
of participants reported being in a romantic 

relationship at the time of the interview. Most 

������SDUWLFLSDQWV�UHSRUWHG�GDWLQJ�D�JDQJ�PHPEHU�
at the time of the interview or in the past.  

Pregnancy and Parenting:�$ERXW�WZR�ÀIWKV�������
RI�SDUWLFLSDQWV�ZHUH�SUHJQDQW�DQG�RU�ZHUH�SDUHQWV�
at the time of the interview. For those participants 

ZLWK�FKLOGUHQ��WKH�PDMRULW\�������UHSRUWHG�WKDW�DOO�
or some of their children live with them.

Participants were interviewed 

in eight California cities. 

The largest percentages of 

participants were interviewed 

in Los Angeles (33%), San 

Jose (25%), and San Francisco 

(18%).
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Education and Employment: Nearly three 

TXDUWHUV�������RI�SDUWLFLSDQWV�ZHUH�LQ�VFKRRO��GRLQJ�
MRE�WUDLQLQJ��DQG�RU�ZRUNLQJ�DW�WKH�WLPH�RI�WKH�
LQWHUYLHZ��0RUH�WKDQ�KDOI�������ZHUH�DWWHQGLQJ�
VFKRRO��DQG�PRUH�WKDQ�RQH�WKLUG�������ZHUH�LQ�MRE�
WUDLQLQJ�SURJUDPV��:KLOH�WKH�PDMRULW\�������VDLG�
they had worked at some point in time, less than 

KDOI�������ZHUH�ZRUNLQJ�ZKHQ�LQWHUYLHZHG��

Justice Involvement: Participants demonstrated 

VLJQLÀFDQW�LQYROYHPHQW�ZLWK�WKH�MXVWLFH�V\VWHP��
$W�VRPH�SRLQW�LQ�WKHLU�OLYHV��QHDUO\�WKUHH�TXDUWHUV�
������KDG�EHHQ�DUUHVWHG��KDOI�������KDG�EHHQ�
RQ�SUREDWLRQ��DQG�DERXW�KDOI�������KDG�EHHQ�LQ�
detention or placement. 

Justice and Gang Involvement of Participants’ 
Families: Almost every participant reported that at 

least one person in her family had previous justice 

DQG�RU�JDQJ�LQYROYHPHQW��0RVW�������SDUWLFLSDQWV�
had at least one family member who had been 

DUUHVWHG��DQG�����KDG�DW�OHDVW�RQH�IDPLO\�PHPEHU�
ZKR�KDG�EHHQ�LQ�MDLO�RU�SULVRQ��$GGLWLRQDOO\������RI�
participants had at least one gang-involved family 

member.1 

Gang Membership and Activity Level  
Interview participants were asked about their gang 

membership status and activity level. Regarding 

membership status, each participant was asked 

if she considered herself an associate of a gang, 

a gang member, or neither. The study used the 

IROORZLQJ�GHÀQLWLRQV�IRU�PHPEHUVKLS��GHYHORSHG�
in consultation with stakeholder interviewees and 

EDVHG�RQ�SUHYLRXV�UHVHDUFK��&DUOLH��������+RZHOO�	�
*ULWKV���������

• Associates: Refers to girls who do not 

FRQVLGHU�WKHPVHOYHV�WR�EH�RFLDO�JDQJ�
members, but do participate in gang activities. 

For some gangs, “associate” girls are rarely 

FRQVLGHUHG�RFLDO�PHPEHUV��$V�D�UHVXOW��JLUOV�
may associate with and participate in the 

activities of a gang, but they may not formally 

be initiated and therefore do not identify as 

gang involved. Associates may be friends of 

or romantically involved with gang members. 

Associates, in general, are able to fade into 

and out of gang activities and to decide how 

deeply they want to be involved.2

• Gang members: Refers to girls who consider 

WKHPVHOYHV�WR�EH�RFLDOO\�SDUW�RI�D�JDQJ��
Some of these girls are legacies, meaning they 

have family members who were part of the 

same gang. This category also includes girls 

who are formally initiated into a gang. 

$ERXW�WZR�WKLUGV�������RI�SDUWLFLSDQWV�LGHQWLÀHG�
DV�DQ�´DVVRFLDWH�µ�DQG�DERXW�RQH�TXDUWHU�������DV�
D�´JDQJ�PHPEHU�µ�$�VPDOO�SHUFHQWDJH������GLG�
not identify as a gang member or an associate; 

however, they were involved with gang activity 

or knew gang members in their neighborhood 

and were thus considered “at risk” for gang 

involvement. 

1 The terms “family” and “family member” can include biological family, legal family, extended family, and close friends. 

2�$OWKRXJK�1&&'·V�LQWHUYLHZ�LQVWUXPHQW�XVHG�WKH�WHUP�´DVVRFLDWH�µ�1&&'�UHVHDUFKHUV�OHDUQHG�GXULQJ�WKH�LQWHUYLHZ�SURFHVV�WKDW�JLUOV�ZKR�
FRQVLGHU�WKHPVHOYHV�DQ�DVVRFLDWH�PD\�FKRRVH�WR�UHIHU�WR�WKHPVHOYHV�DV�DQ�´DOLDWHµ�LQVWHDG�
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Interview participants also were asked if they 

considered themselves active or inactive in their 

gang at the time of the interview. This approach, 

recommended by the advisory board, was used 

LQVWHDG�RI�VSHFLÀFDOO\�DVNLQJ�SDUWLFLSDQWV�LI�WKH\�
had left their gang. According to the advisory 

board, some girls may never fully be able to leave 

the gang but can stop being active in it. “Active” 

RU�´LQDFWLYHµ�ZHUH�GHÀQHG�QRW�QHFHVVDULO\�LQ�WKH�
sense of having left a gang, but by considering 

such factors as time (amount of time spent with 

gang-involved peers), location (whether the 

participant’s primary focus is on activities at home 

or in the streets), and degree of interaction (level 

of engagement with gang-involved peers), an 

approach consistent with similar research (Fleisher 

	�.ULHQHUW���������

7KH�VWXG\·V�GHÀQLWLRQV�IRU�JDQJ�DFWLYLW\�OHYHO�DUH�
summarized below. 

• Active: Refers to girls who were not 

attempting to leave the gang. These girls 

were continuing to spend time with the 

gang and “putting in work” (e.g., engaging in 

activities that a gang might ask an individual 

WR�GR��VXFK�DV�ÀJKWLQJ�ULYDO�JDQJ�PHPEHUV�
or participating in criminal activity with or on 

behalf of the gang). 

• Inactive: Refers to girls who were staying 

away from gang activity. This includes 

those who were slowly attempting to leave 

their gang and those who had completely 

disengaged with gang members and gang 

activity. 

0RVW�LQWHUYLHZ�SDUWLFLSDQWV�������VWDWHG�WKDW�WKH\�
were inactive at the time of the interview, while 

����UHSRUWHG�EHLQJ�DFWLYHO\�LQYROYHG�LQ�D�JDQJ��
As many participants were interviewed through 

intervention and street outreach programs, this 

may be a contributing factor to why a large 

proportion of the study sample considered 

themselves inactive. 

$XJPHQWLQJ�WKHVH�VWDWLVWLFV��WKH�TXDOLWDWLYH�GDWD�
indicate that participants’ gang membership status 

DQG�DFWLYLW\�OHYHO�WHQGHG�WR�EH�ÁXLG�DQG�QXDQFHG��
For example, in some cases a participant who 

LGHQWLÀHG�DV�DQ�DVVRFLDWH�FRXOG�GHPRQVWUDWH�VLPLODU�
behaviors as those who considered themselves 

members. 

Crime/Delinquency, Aggression, and 
Substance Use
The study used several measures to examine 

interview participants’ self-reported levels of risk 

behavior, including criminal behavior, gang-related 

activities, aggression, and substance use. Analysis 

RI�WKHVH�GDWD�LQFOXGHG�H[DPLQLQJ�GLරHUHQFHV�E\�
SDUWLFLSDQWV·�VHOI�LGHQWLÀHG�JDQJ�PHPEHUVKLS�
status and activity level; when statistically 

VLJQLÀFDQW��WKHVH�GLරHUHQFHV�DUH�UHSRUWHG�KHUH���

Delinquency, Crime, and Gang-Related 
Activities 
,QWHUYLHZ�SDUWLFLSDQWV·�GHOLQTXHQF\�GXULQJ�WZR�
time periods (in the past year, in their lifetime) was 

DVVHVVHG�ZLWK�D�VHOI�UHSRUWHG�GHOLQTXHQF\�VFDOH�
DGDSWHG�IURP�WKH�1DWLRQDO�<RXWK�6XUYH\��(OOLRWW�	�
$JHWRQ��������(OOLRWW��$JHWRQ��	�+XL]LQJD���������
Table 1 displays the items with the highest means 

for all respondents. 

According to the study’s 

advisory board, some girls 

may never fully be able to 

leave the gang but can stop 

being active in it.
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3�3HUVRQ�RරHQVHV�LQFOXGH�VLPSOH�DVVDXOW�DQG�DJJUDYDWHG�DVVDXOW��([DPSOHV�RI�SXEOLF�RUGHU�RරHQVHV�LQFOXGH�SXEOLF�GUXQNHQQHVV�DQG�
GLVRUGHUO\�FRQGXFW��&RQGXFWLQJ�LOOHJDO�VDOHV�RU�VHUYLFHV��VXFK�DV�VHOOLQJ�GUXJV��DUH�H[DPSOHV�RI�VHUYLFH�RරHQVHV��
4�6HOI�LGHQWLÀHG�JDQJ�PHPEHUV�UHSRUWHG�FRPPLWWLQJ�SHUVRQ�RරHQVHV�PRUH�RIWHQ�GXULQJ�WKHLU�OLIHWLPH��0� ������WKDQ�WKRVH�ZKR�LGHQWLÀHG�
DV�DVVRFLDWHV�RU�DW�ULVN��0� �������t����� ��������p��������0HPEHUV��0� ������DOVR�UHSRUWHG�OLIHWLPH�KLJKHU�OHYHOV�RI�SXEOLF�RUGHU�RරHQVHV�WKDQ�
DVVRFLDWH�DW�ULVN�SDUWLFLSDQWV��0� �������t����� ��������p < .05. 

5�Ǔ�����N� ������ �������p� ������
6 t����� ��������p� �����IRU�ERWK���

1&&'·V�DQDO\VLV�LQFOXGHG�FODVVLI\LQJ�OLIHWLPH�
UHVSRQVHV�LQWR�RQH�RI�ÀYH�RරHQVH�W\SH�VXEVFDOHV³
person, property, public order, service,3 and status 

RරHQVHV³DQG�H[DPLQLQJ�WKH�UHODWLRQVKLS�EHWZHHQ�
GHOLQTXHQF\�DQG�JDQJ�LQYROYHPHQW��3XEOLF�RUGHU�
DQG�SHUVRQ�RරHQVHV�ZHUH�VWDWLVWLFDOO\�VLJQLÀFDQW�
related to gang membership; participants who self-

LGHQWLÀHG�DV�JDQJ�PHPEHUV�UHSRUWHG�FRPPLWWLQJ�
WKHVH�W\SHV�RI�RරHQVHV�PRUH�RIWHQ�WKDQ�WKRVH�ZKR�
LGHQWLÀHG�DV�DVVRFLDWHV�DW�ULVN�4

Participants were asked if they engaged in various 

activities as part of their gang. Overall, the most 

common activities were being asked, being forced, 

RU�YROXQWHHULQJ�WR�FRPPLW�D�YLROHQW�DFW��������
WR�GHDO�GUXJV��������DQG�WR�FDUU\�RU�KLGH�D�JXQ�
�������$�VWDWLVWLFDOO\�VLJQLÀFDQW�KLJKHU�SHUFHQWDJH�
RI�SDUWLFLSDQWV�ZKR�LGHQWLÀHG�DV�JDQJ�PHPEHUV�
reported that they had been asked, had been 

forced, or had volunteered to carry or hide a gun 

������WKDQ�DVVRFLDWH�DW�ULVN�SDUWLFLSDQWV�������5   

Aggression
Participants’ self-reported aggressive behavior 

was measured with a scale adapted from the 

multidimensional peer-victimization scale (Mynard 

	�-RVHSK���������7DEOH���VKRZV�WKH�LWHPV�ZLWK�WKH�
highest means for all respondents. 

1&&'�XVHG�IRXU�VXEVFDOHV��SK\VLFDO�DJJUHVVLRQ��
verbal aggression, attacks on property, and social 

PDQLSXODWLRQ��WR�H[DPLQH�GLරHUHQFHV�E\�JDQJ�
membership and activity level. Participants who 

LGHQWLÀHG�DV�DFWLYH�KDG�KLJKHU�VFRUHV�RQ�WKH�DWWDFNV�
RQ�SURSHUW\�VXEVFDOH��0� ������DQG�WKH�SK\VLFDO�
DJJUHVVLRQ�VXEVFDOH��0� ������WKDQ�GLG�LQDFWLYH�
SDUWLFLSDQWV��0� �����DQG�0� ������UHVSHFWLYHO\���
ERWK�DUH�VWDWLVWLFDOO\�VLJQLÀFDQW�GLරHUHQFHV�6 

Substance Use
Participants were asked to describe their level 

of use of a range of substances, over the course 

of their lifetime and during the previous month. 

Substance use was prevalent, but there was not 

D�VWDWLVWLFDOO\�VLJQLÀFDQW�UHODWLRQVKLS�WR�JDQJ�
membership or activity level. For the most 

commonly used substances, see Table 2. 

Table 1: Self-Reported Delinquent and  
Aggressive Behavior

Item Mean N

Delinquent Activities, Lifetime (scale of 1–4)

Purposely damaged or destroyed 

property (belonging to parents, 

school, local businesses, etc.) 

��� 100

.QRZLQJO\�ERXJKW��VROG��RU�KHOG�
stolen goods (or tried to do any of 

these things)

2.7 101

Avoided paying for things (movies, 

EXV�VXEZD\�ULGHV��IRRG��HWF�� 2.7 101

%HHQ�LQYROYHG�LQ�JDQJ�ÀJKWV� 2.7 100

Stolen (or tried to steal) something 

worth more than $50
2.7 101

Aggressive Behavior, Last Year (scale of 1–5)

Called someone names 3.2 ���

Swore at someone 3.2 ���

Refused to talk to someone 2.9 ���

Made fun of someone for some 

reason
2.4 107

7DONHG�DERXW�VRPHRQH�EHKLQG�KLV�
her back

2.3 ���
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Victimization and Trauma 
The study used several measures to examine 

self-reported levels of victimization and trauma, 

including violence and victimization, sexual 

H[SORLWDWLRQ��DQG�ORVV�RI�VLJQLÀFDQW�UHODWLRQVKLSV��
See Table 3. 

Violence and Victimization 
The study examined types of violence that 

interview participants experienced through gang 

LQYROYHPHQW��2YHUDOO������RI�SDUWLFLSDQWV�ZLWQHVVHG�
YLROHQFH�DQG�QHDUO\�KDOI�������KDG�D�YLROHQW�DFW�
committed against them as part of a gang, both of 

ZKLFK�ZHUH�VWDWLVWLFDOO\�VLJQLÀFDQW�UHODWHG�WR�JDQJ�
membership. A higher percentage of participants 

ZKR�LGHQWLÀHG�DV�JDQJ�PHPEHUV�ZLWQHVVHG�
YLROHQFH��������DQG�ZHUH�YLFWLPV�RI�YLROHQFH�������
FRPSDUHG�ZLWK�DVVRFLDWH�DW�ULVN�SDUWLFLSDQWV������
DQG������UHVSHFWLYHO\��7 

Sexual Exploitation 
The study explored whether participants were 

victims of sexual exploitation and abuse in their 

JDQJ��$�VPDOO�SHUFHQWDJH������UHSRUWHG�EHLQJ�
VH[HG�LQWR�WKHLU�JDQJ��$�ODUJHU�SHUFHQWDJH�������
reported being asked or forced by their gang-

involved partner or gang to have sex with gang 

PHPEHUV�DQG�RU�QRQ�JDQJ�DOLDWHG�LQGLYLGXDOV��2I�
this group, about half had been asked to do so for 

money. 

Loss of Relationships 
Participants were asked if they had lost any 

LPSRUWDQW�UHODWLRQVKLSV��LQFOXGLQJ�SDUWQHU�VSRXVH��
family members, friends, etc.) during the past year 

due to death, incarceration, breakup, moving, 

RU�DQ\�RWKHU�UHDVRQ��,Q�DOO������VDLG�WKH\�KDG�
experienced the loss of one or more relationships. 

Of participants who reported lost relationships, 

����VDLG�DW�OHDVW�RQH�ORVV�ZDV�GXH�WR�GHDWK�DQG�
����VDLG�DW�OHDVW�RQH�ZDV�GXH�WR�LQFDUFHUDWLRQ��
many girls experienced losses for both reasons. 

A higher percentage of inactive participants 

reported losses due to death compared with active 

SDUWLFLSDQWV��WKH�GLරHUHQFH�ZDV�QRW�VLJQLÀFDQW��
however. 

7�:LWQHVVHG�YLROHQFH��Ǔ�����N� ������ �������p��������YLFWLP�RI�YLROHQFH���Ǔ�����N� ������ �������p < .01

Table 2: Self-Reported Substance Use

Item
Lifetime  

(Used one or 

more times)

Previous 
Month 

(Used one or 

more times)

% 
“Yes” N % 

“Yes” N

Marijuana ��� 110 ��� 105

Alcohol (wine,  

KDUG�OLTXRU� ��� 110 ��� 93

Beer ��� ��� ��� 64

+DOOXFLQRJHQV ��� ��� �� 36

Cocaine ��� 109 ��� 32

Table 3: Self-Reported Experiences of  
Victimization and Trauma

Experience % 
“Yes” N

Witnessed violence as part of gang ��� 112

/RVW�LPSRUWDQW�UHODWLRQVKLS�V��GXH�
to death, incarceration, breakup, 

moving, etc. (past year)

��� 103

+DG�YLROHQW�DFW�FRPPLWWHG�DJDLQVW�
them as part of gang

��� 114

Asked or forced by gang-involved 

partner or gang to have sex with 

JDQJ�PHPEHUV�DQG�RU�QRQ�JDQJ�
DOLDWHG�LQGLYLGXDOV

��� 112

Sexed into gang �� 114
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members, and how participants interpreted the 

concept of joining. For some, “joining a gang” 

implied participating in a formal initiation activity, 

which most said they had not done. 

In contrast to participating in formal initiation 

activities, some participants said that because 

they had been around gang members since they 

were born, they did not necessarily “join” the 

gang. One said that because her family was gang 

involved, she was automatically part of the gang 

and did not have to participate in an initiation 

DFWLYLW\��+RZHYHU��WKH�PDMRULW\�RI�SDUWLFLSDQWV�FRXOG�
SURYLGH�UHDVRQV�WKDW�OHG�WR�WKHLU�MRLQLQJ�DQG�RU�
participating in gangs. In many cases, joining was 

not a one-time decision or incident, but rather 

consisted of gradual steps and was due to a variety 

of factors. 

Why Do Girls Join Gangs?
Family Members’ Gang Involvement 

)DPLO\�KLVWRU\�DQG�IDPLO\�LQÁXHQFHV�HPHUJHG�
as critical factors in shaping participants’ gang 

LQYROYHPHQW��$V�QRWHG�HDUOLHU������RI�SDUWLFLSDQWV�
reported having at least one gang-involved family 

Social Supports
Participants’ types of social support were 

assessed using several measures. This included a 

PRGLÀHG�YHUVLRQ�RI�WKH�1RUEHFN�6RFLDO�6XSSRUW�
4XHVWLRQQDLUH��1RUEHFN��/LQGVH\��	�&DUULHUL��������
IRU�SDUWLFLSDQWV�WR�GHVFULEH�VLJQLÀFDQW�SHRSOH�LQ�
WKHLU�OLIH��3DUWLFLSDQWV�ZKR�VHOI�LGHQWLÀHG�DV�LQDFWLYH�
KDG�PRUH�VRFLDO�VXSSRUWV��0� ������WKDQ�WKRVH�
ZKR�ZHUH�DFWLYH��0� �������D�VWDWLVWLFDOO\�VLJQLÀFDQW�
GLරHUHQFH�� 

Overall, about two thirds of participants reported 

KDYLQJ�D�EHVW�IULHQG�������DQG�KDYLQJ�D�PHQWRU�
HLWKHU�LQVLGH�RU�RXWVLGH�RI�WKHLU�IDPLO\��������
1HDUO\�WKUHH�TXDUWHUV�������RI�LQDFWLYH�SDUWLFLSDQWV�
UHSRUWHG�KDYLQJ�D�EHVW�IULHQG�FRPSDUHG�WR�����
RI�DFWLYH�SDUWLFLSDQWV��D�VWDWLVWLFDOO\�VLJQLÀFDQW�
GLරHUHQFH�9 In addition, a higher percentage of 

LQDFWLYH�SDUWLFLSDQWV�VDLG�WKH\�KDG�D�PHQWRU������
RXWVLGH�RI�WKH�IDPLO\�DQG�����ZLWKLQ�WKH�IDPLO\��
FRPSDUHG�ZLWK�DFWLYH�SDUWLFLSDQWV������DQG������
UHVSHFWLYHO\���KRZHYHU��WKHVH�GLරHUHQFHV�ZHUH�QRW�
VLJQLÀFDQW�

Joining Gangs
$QDO\VLV�RI�WKH�VWXG\·V�TXDOLWDWLYH�GDWD�VKRZHG�
that interview participants’ situations in various life 

domains, including those of family, neighborhood, 

and peers, had an impact on their involvement 

in gang activities. Additionally, participants’ 

motivations for joining or being involved with a 

gang are often a result of multiple factors and 

PD\�QRW�UHÁHFW�DQ�DFWLYH�FKRLFH�WR�SXUVXH�JDQJ�
involvement.

How Do Girls Join Gangs? 
7KH�TXHVWLRQ�RI�MRLQLQJ�D�JDQJ�ZDV�QRW�DSSOLFDEOH�
to all participants and was dependent on such 

factors as the type of gang that participants were 

part of, participants’ relationships with gang 

� t����� �������p� ������
9�&KL�VTXDUH�VLJQLÀFDQW�DW�WKH�������OHYHO
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the same situation I was in. They don’t judge. We 

all come from nothing,” one said. 

Gang-Involved Peers and Romantic Partners 

3HHUV�LQÁXHQFHG�SDUWLFLSDQWV·�JDQJ�LQYROYHPHQW��
Some joined because their friends or romantic 

partners were in a gang. As noted earlier, most 

SDUWLFLSDQWV�������KDG�GDWHG�D�JDQJ�PHPEHU��
either prior to or while participating in a gang. 

Some said that in order to keep their partners, 

they decided to participate in or were forced to 

join the gang. Others said that as they began to 

date a gang member, they became friends with 

and began to associate with other members of the 

gang.

Girls’ Roles in Gangs 
7KH�TXDOLWDWLYH�GDWD�SURYLGH�LQVLJKW�DERXW�LQWHUYLHZ�
participants’ roles in their gang. When asked to 

describe their role in their gang, participants’ most 

IUHTXHQW�LQLWLDO�UHVSRQVH�ZDV�WKDW�WKH\�GLG�QRW�
KDYH�D�VSHFLÀHG�UROH��+RZHYHU��PDQ\�VXEVHTXHQWO\�
provided information about tasks they performed 

and activities they conducted either in or for their 

gang, while a small group reiterated that they did 

not have a role. 

member. Some participants with gang-involved 

families felt they did not have a choice in whether 

to be part of a gang or labeled as a gang member. 

One participant said, “It was my family, I wouldn’t 

have said no.” 

Neighborhood/Environment 

)DPLO\�LQÁXHQFHV�DSSHDUHG�WR�RSHUDWH�LQ�WDQGHP�
with participants’ geographic proximity to gangs. 

Some participants said they became associated 

with a gang due to where they lived. This included 

geographic locations such as neighborhoods and 

physical spaces like apartment buildings. One 

participant described the experience she had living 

in her apartment complex. “We all grew up in the 

same apartments,” she said. “It would always just 

be, like, the little kids gathering up, which later 

JUHZ�XS�WR�EHFRPH�DQ�DFWXDO�JDQJ�RU�FOLTXH�RU�
something.” 

Belonging and Acceptance 

The data indicate a relationship between 

participants’ desire for belonging and attachment 

and their involvement in a gang. Participants often 

described their gang as providing a sense of family 

and a place where they felt accepted. “Things were 

MXVW�EDG�DW�KRPH�DQG�,�ZDV�WU\LQJ�WR�ÀQG�SHRSOH�LQ�

Some participants with 

gang-involved families felt 

they did not have a choice in 

whether to be part of a gang 

or labeled as a gang member. 

One participant said, “It was 

my family, I wouldn’t have 

said no.” 

Participants often described 

their gang as providing a 

sense of family and a place 

where they felt accepted. 

“Things were just bad at home 

DQG�,�ZDV�WU\LQJ�WR�ÀQG�SHRSOH�
in the same situation I was in. 

They don’t judge. We all come 

from nothing,” one said.
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are interconnected and not mutually exclusive.

Pregnancy/Parenting

The most common motive that prompted 

participants’ gang inactivity was a major life 

transition, such as becoming pregnant or 

articulating the desire to parent their children 

GLරHUHQWO\��2QH�SDUWLFLSDQW�QRWHG��´:KHQ�,�IRXQG�
out I was pregnant, I had no other choice. It was 

either being in a gang and not taking care of my 

kid, or taking care of my kid and just live life a 

GLරHUHQW�ZD\��*R�WR�VFKRRO��DFWXDOO\�GR�VRPHWKLQJ�
with my life.” 

Maturing Out/Desire for a Better Lifestyle

Another common reason for becoming inactive was 

because gang involvement was no longer a lifestyle 

that participants desired, often due to maturing out 

of it. The notion of maturing out of gang activity 

WRRN�GLරHUHQW�IRUPV��6RPH�SDUWLFLSDQWV�QRWHG�WKDW�
as they progressed into adulthood, the motivation 

to be an active gang member began to dissipate. 

“There’s no glory in it once you get older,” one 

said.  

Others reported growing weary of what gang 

activity entailed, such as being vigilant about 

personal safety, losing too many family members 

to gang violence, and wanting to be a role model 

for younger siblings. Some stated that as they 

Auxiliary Role 
2I�WKH�SDUWLFLSDQWV�ZKR�VDLG�WKH\�KDG�D�VSHFLÀF�
role in their gang, some expressed having 

an auxiliary role such as being the “lookout,“ 

“run[ning] minor things,” or being a “helper.” A 

number of participants stated that their role was to 

do “what needs to be done,” which included such 

activities as breaking into cars; petty theft; holding 

weapons, money, or drugs; or selling marijuana. 

Fighter Role 
$QRWKHU�FRPPRQ�UROH�ZDV�´ÀJKWHU�µ�$FFRUGLQJ�WR�
SDUWLFLSDQWV��WKH�UROH�RI�D�ÀJKWHU�KDG�WZR�SXUSRVHV��
2QH�ZDV�WR�ÀJKW�ULYDO�IHPDOH�JDQJ�PHPEHUV��RU�
“have the homies’ back.” Another was to assist the 

gang leaders in disciplining fellow “little sisters” of 

their gang. As one participant noted, “I made sure 

the little sisters stay loyal.” 

Leadership Role
A small group stated that their role was to be a 

leader, which was described as being a “female 

general,” “in charge of the other girls,” or “getting 

other girls to do things.” Serving as a female leader 

included communicating directives with other 

women in the gang and recruiting potential new 

little sisters who would be committed to the gang. 

Exiting the Gang

Why and How Do Girls Leave Gangs?
The study asked interview participants who 

LGHQWLÀHG�DV�LQDFWLYH�LQ�D�JDQJ�DERXW�ZK\�DQG�
KRZ�WKH\�EHFDPH�LQDFWLYH��7KH�TXDOLWDWLYH�GDWD�
LQGLFDWH�WKDW�EHLQJ�LQDFWLYH�ORRNV�GLරHUHQW�IRU�
each individual and encompasses a wide range of 

experiences. Some participants described being 

´MXPSHG�RXWµ�RU�´SXW�Rරµ�WKH�JDQJ�LQ�RUGHU�WR�
leave; however, the majority did not report needing 

to take any formal or exceptional steps to exit their 

gang. Instead, inactivity was typically a gradual 

process of continuously rejecting gang activity. 

As with much of the study data, the reasons 

participants gave for desistance from gang activity 

One participant noted, “When 

I found out I was pregnant, 

I had no other choice. It was 

either being in a gang and 

not taking care of my kid, or 

taking care of my kid and just 

OLYH�OLIH�D�GL૽HUHQW�ZD\�µ
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some noted they were asked to do numerous 

activities as part of leaving the gang. “It was never 

HQRXJK��:H�ZHUH�OLNH�WKHLU�SXSSHWV³GR�WKHLU�GLUW\�
work, but they were never going to let you go,” a 

participant said.

Participants’ Strengths 
The interview participants were individuals with a 

multitude of skills, passions, and assets. The study 

DOVR�VSHFLÀFDOO\�DVNHG�SDUWLFLSDQWV�WR�LGHQWLI\�VRPH�
of their strengths. 

The most commonly named asset was being 

strong and resilient. One participant said that her 

strength was an ability to rebound from problems 

or setbacks. “I can get up after mistakes,” she said. 

“I wouldn’t let another person go through this. It 

takes a strong person to go through [it]. When 

I learned how to do better, I did.” The second 

PRVW�IUHTXHQW�UHVSRQVH�ZDV�KDYLQJ�LQWHUSHUVRQDO�
skills, which included being “communicative” and 

“outgoing.” 

,QWHOOLJHQFH�ZDV�DQRWKHU�IUHTXHQW�UHVSRQVH��ZLWK�
JLUOV�GHVFULELQJ�WKHPVHOYHV�DV�´TXLFN�DQG�VPDUWµ�
and “brilliant.” Finally, another common strength 

voiced by participants was independence. One said, 

“I don’t ask for help; I do things myself.” 

PDWXUHG�WKH\�ZDQWHG�WR�SXUVXH�GLරHUHQW�RSWLRQV��
VXFK�DV�ÀQLVKLQJ�KLJK�VFKRRO��JRLQJ�WR�FROOHJH��
ÀQGLQJ�OHJLWLPDWH�HPSOR\PHQW��DQG�OLYLQJ�D�GUXJ�
free life. 

Fear of Incarceration and Re-Traumatization 

For participants who have been justice involved, 

another reason some stated for inactivity was 

a fear of incarceration, which could lead to re-

traumatization.10 Additionally, the prospect of 

having another blemish on their criminal justice 

record or, if incarcerated, having limited or no 

opportunities to see their families served for some 

participants as a deterrent to remaining active. 

Strategies Used to Leave Gangs
For many interview participants, a primary 

desistance strategy was to avoid direct 

engagement with their gang-involved peers. This 

could involve changing the course of conversations 

DQG�DOWHULQJ�VRFLDO�LQWHUDFWLRQV�LQ�DQ�HරRUW�WR�
decrease their level of gang activity. “I just stopped 

hanging out. They hit me up. I don’t hit them back 

up,” one explained. 

For participants with gang-involved family 

members, the ability to leave the gang appeared 

WR�EH�HVSHFLDOO\�FKDOOHQJLQJ��+RZHYHU��WKRVH�LQ�
this situation described using similar strategies as 

other participants to avoid engagement. One said, 

“They’re always going to be there. It’s just how 

\RX�DFW³WKDW·V�KRZ�,�FRQVLGHU�LW��/LNH��PH��,�GRQ·W�
throw gang signs. I don’t shout out at people. Of 

FRXUVH�LW·V�VWLOO�LQ�PH³\RX�NQRZ�ZKHUH�\RX�FDPH�
from. You’re never going to forget where you came 

from.” 

A small number of participants reported having 

WR�SHUIRUP�D�VSHFLÀF�H[LW�UHTXLUHPHQW�LQ�RUGHU�WR�
become inactive, including having to be “jumped 

out,” “snoop around on rival gang members,” 

RU�EH�LQYROYHG�LQ�´VRPH�VHULRXV�VWXර�µ�$Q�H[LW�
UHTXLUHPHQW�LV�QRW�DOZD\V�D�RQH�WLPH�DFWLYLW\³

10 For example, while incarcerated, girls may be subject to the use of restraints or isolation or other practices that can re-traumatize girls 

ZKR�DUH�DOUHDG\�YXOQHUDEOH��+HQQHVVH\��)RUG��0DKRQH\��.R��	�6LHJIULHG��������

“I can get up after mistakes,” 

a participant said. “I wouldn’t 

let another person go through 

this. It takes a strong person 

to go through [it]. When I 

learned how to do better, I did.”  
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OLQHV�IRU�JDQJ�LQFOXVLRQ�DQG�DFWLYLW\�DUH�IUHTXHQWO\�
inexact, especially for those who consider 

WKHPVHOYHV�DVVRFLDWHV�RU�DOLDWHV��%ROGHQ���������

Many girls who may not identify as gang members 

are in fact gang involved and need services. 

Interview participants were more open to the terms 

´DOLDWHµ�DQG�´DVVRFLDWHµ�WKDQ�´JDQJ�PHPEHU�µ�
Factors to consider for outreach and programming 

LQFOXGH�XVLQJ�ÁH[LEOH�DQG�UHVSHFWIXO�WHUPLQRORJ\��
understanding the wide range of girls’ experiences 

with gangs, and involving individuals who have 

had personal experience with gangs and are well 

positioned to understand girls’ situations.  

Placing Intersectionality at the 
Forefront  
Girls in gangs have experienced many types of 

marginalization, and these experiences should be 

taken into consideration when developing and 

providing services for them. Most participants in 

this study were young women of color, and some 

DOVR�LGHQWLÀHG�DV�/*%74��(රHFWLYH�DQG�WDLORUHG�
services should consider the intersectional linkages 

DPRQJ�SDUWLFLSDQWV·�UDFH�HWKQLFLW\��JHQGHU��
class, citizenship status, gender identity, sexual 

orientation, and other factors. This can include 

understanding and acknowledging how these 

GHÀQLQJ�FKDUDFWHULVWLFV�LQÁXHQFH�WKH�FKRLFHV��
viewpoints, and experiences of young women 

involved in gangs. 

Understanding Girls’ Entrenched 
Lives
The study found that many interview participants 

were entrenched in a lifestyle where gang 

involvement was prevalent. Participants tended 

to join or come in contact with a gang due to 

IDPLO\�DQG�SHHU�LQÁXHQFHV��ZKLFK�LV�FRQVLVWHQW�

Recommendations 

Many interview participants have connected with 

service providers, mentors, and other programs 

and individuals who are committed to helping 

gang-involved girls. In order to translate the study 

ÀQGLQJV�LQWR�SUDFWLFH��WKH�VWXG\�WHDP�GHYHORSHG�
several recommendations designed to further 

support organizations and individuals who work 

with gang-involved girls. 

Using Intentional Language
When developing and providing services, it is 

important to consider how girls self-identify in 

terms of gang involvement. Unless used by young 

people themselves, terms such as “gang” and 

“gang member” should be avoided. These may 

not be terms that girls would choose to describe 

themselves or their behavior, even though they 

are often imposed on them by law enforcement, 

researchers, or community members. Furthermore, 

as this study and previous research has found, the 

Girls in gangs have 

experienced many types 

of marginalization, and 

these experiences should 

be taken into consideration 

when developing and 

providing services for them. 

Services should consider the 

intersectional linkages among 

participants’ race/ethnicity, 

gender identity, sexual 

orientation, and other factors.



14

Providing Tailored Services for Girls
The majority of inactive participants decided to 

exit their gang because they were pregnant or 

parenting, consistent with other research that 

suggests that young women primarily choose gang 

desistance due to having a child or “settling down” 

�)OHLVKHU�	�.ULHQHUW��������2·1HDO�HW�DO����������
DOWKRXJK�WKLV�ÀQGLQJ�YDULHV�DFURVV�WKH�OLWHUDWXUH�
�9DUULDOH���������7KH�LQIRUPDWLRQ�IURP�1&&'·V�VWXG\�
LQGLFDWHV�WKH�QHHG�IRU�VSHFLÀF�VHUYLFHV��VXFK�DV�
ones that support young women to be the parents 

they strive to be, and includes resources and 

programming related to education, employment, 

and housing. Pre- and postnatal care, daycare 

assistance, and parenting classes and support are 

also critical services. Additionally, as girls transition 

from gangs, they continue to experience high levels 

of trauma and may struggle with addiction issues, 

IXUWKHU�GHPRQVWUDWLQJ�WKH�QHHG�WR�RරHU�D�UDQJH�
of tailored services and supports to young women 

exiting gangs. Moreover, these resources should 

continue to be provided while young women keep 

moving into adulthood. 

Building on Girls’ Strengths
Interview participants reported having a range 

of strengths, including resiliency, interpersonal 

skills, intelligence, and independence. These self-

reported traits were borne out in the stakeholder 

interviews and the researchers’ interactions 

with the participants. They are impressive and 

important skills and traits for anyone to possess, 

all the more so given these girls’ circumstances 

and environments. Service providers and 

others interested in helping girls can use asset-

based frameworks, such as positive youth 

GHYHORSPHQW��&ORQDQ�5R\��-DFREV��	�1DNNXOD��
������'HYHORSPHQW�6HUYLFHV�*URXS���������WR�
recognize and build on girls’ strengths and skills 

when developing and implementing programs or 

services. 

ZLWK�SUHYLRXV�UHVHDUFK��2·1HDO��'HFNHU��0RXOH��
	�3\URR]��������:DONHU�%DUQHV�	�0DVRQ���������
Most participants reported having at least one 

gang-involved family member; most also reported 

dating a gang member. These data suggest that 

SDUWLFLSDQWV·�FLUFXPVWDQFHV�PDNH�LW�GLFXOW�IRU�
them to completely desist from gang activity, let 

DORQH�DYRLG�LQYROYHPHQW�LQ�WKH�ÀUVW�SODFH��$V�JLUOV�
transition out of their gang, they need assistance 

and support in addressing relationships with 

their gang-involved family members, friends, and 

neighborhood. 

Additionally, system-level factors such as 

underresourced neighborhoods and schools, 

biased policing, and others that can perpetuate 

gang involvement also must be acknowledged. 

/RFDO��VWDWH��DQG�IHGHUDO�SROLFLHV�WKDW�SURYLGH�
expanded options for vulnerable populations 

and communities should be proposed and 

implemented; this includes funding more mental 

health, recreational, job training, and employment 

opportunities. Policies should also consider the use 

of the gang label and the impact this labeling has 

on girls’ experiences with law enforcement and the 

justice system.



15

References

%ROGHQ��&��/����������/LTXLG�VROGLHUV��)OXLGLW\�DQG�
gang membership. Deviant Behavior, 33(3), 

207–222. 

&DUOLH��0��.����������Into the abyss: A personal 

journey into the world of street gangs. 

Retrieved from KWWS���SHRSOH�PLVVRXULVWDWH�
HGX�0LFKDHO&DUOLH�VLWHBPDS�KWP  

&ORQDQ�5R\��.���-DFREV��&��(���	�1DNNXOD��0��-��
(2016). Towards a model of positive youth 

GHYHORSPHQW�VSHFLÀF�WR�JLUOV�RI�FRORU��
Perspectives on development, resilience, and 

empowerment. Gender Issues, 33(2), 96–121. 

'HYHORSPHQW�6HUYLFHV�*URXS��,QF����������Positive 

youth development��/LWHUDWXUH�UHYLHZ��
:DVKLQJWRQ��'&���2FH�RI�-XYHQLOH�-XVWLFH�DQG�
'HOLQTXHQF\�3UHYHQWLRQ�

(OOLRWW��'��6���	�$JHWRQ��6��6����������5HFRQFLOLQJ�
UDFH�DQG�FODVV�GLරHUHQFHV�LQ�VHOI�UHSRUWHG�DQG�
RFLDO�HVWLPDWHV�RI�GHOLQTXHQF\��American 

Sociological Review, 45(1), 95–110. 

(OOLRWW��'��6���$JHWRQ��6��6���	�+XL]LQJD��'����������
Explaining delinquency and drug use. Beverly 

+LOOV��&$��6DJH�

)OHLVKHU��0���	�.ULHQHUW��-����������/LIH�FRXUVH�
events, social networks, and the emergence 

of violence among female gang members. 

Journal of Community Psychology, 32(5), 

607–622. 

+HQQHVVH\��0���)RUG��-��'���0DKRQH\��.���.R��6��-���
	�6LHJIULHG��&��%����������Trauma among girls 

in the juvenile justice system��/RV�$QJHOHV��
CA: National Child Traumatic Stress Network, 

Juvenile Justice Working Group. 

+RZHOO��-��&���	�*ULWKV��(��$����������Gangs in 

America’s communities (2nd ed.). Thousand 

Oaks, CA: Sage.

0\QDUG��+���	�-RVHSK��6����������'HYHORSPHQW�RI�
the multidimensional peer-victimization scale. 

Aggressive Behavior, 26��������²�����

1RUEHFN��-��6���/LQGVH\��$��0���	�&DUULHUL��9��/����������
The development of an instrument to measure 

social support. Nursing Research, 30(5), 

264–269.

2·1HDO��(��1���'HFNHU��6��+���0RXOH��5��.���-U���	�
3\URR]��'��&����������*LUOV��JDQJV��DQG�JHWWLQJ�
RXW��*HQGHU�GLරHUHQFHV�DQG�VLPLODULWLHV�LQ�
leaving the gang. Youth Violence and Juvenile 

Justice, 14(1), 43–60. 

9DUULDOH��-��$����������)HPDOH�JDQJ�PHPEHUV�DQG�
desistance: Pregnancy as a possible exit 

strategy? Journal of Gang Research, 15(4), 

35–64. 

:DONHU�%DUQHV��&���	�0DVRQ��&����������3HUFHSWLRQV�
of risk factors for female gang involvement 

DPRQJ�$IULFDQ�$PHULFDQ�DQG�+LVSDQLF�ZRPHQ��
Youth and Society, 32(3), 303–336. 

http://people.missouristate.edu/MichaelCarlie/site_map.htm
http://people.missouristate.edu/MichaelCarlie/site_map.htm


Social Supports of Gang-Involved  
Girls and Young Women
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Introduction
From 2012 to 2015, the National Council on Crime 
and Delinquency (NCCD) conducted research in 
California to examine the individual, family, and 
community factors involved in girls’ experiences 
with and desistance from gangs and gang-
related crime. The goals of NCCD’s study included 
identifying girls’ reasons for joining gangs, 
their experiences and activities related to gang 
involvement, and their motivations and strategies 
for transitioning away from gangs.1

This study had two phases of data collection: (1) 
qualitative, semi-structured individual interviews 
with key stakeholders (including outreach workers, 
former gang members, and researchers); and (2) 
individual interviews with gang-involved girls 

and young women. NCCD’s community partners, 
including key stakeholders and an advisory 
board convened for this study, referred girls and 
young women for potential study participation. 
NCCD researchers developed an instrument for 
interviewing girls that included scale-based survey 
items and open-ended questions.2 Interview 
participants received a stipend to thank them for 
sharing their time and expertise. 

7KH�ÀQGLQJV�UHSRUWHG�LQ�WKLV�EULHI�GUDZ�RQ�GDWD�
from interviews with 114 gang-involved girls 
and young women, with a focus on interview 
participants’ social supports; the sample size 
(or n size) for individual items may vary. Much 
of this information is based on the Norbeck 
Social Support Questionnaire (Norbeck, Lindsey, 
& Carrieri, 1981), a validated instrument that 
examines factors related to social support. In 
collaboration with this study’s advisory board, 
1&&'�UHVHDUFKHUV�PRGLÀHG�WKLV�TXHVWLRQQDLUH�WR�
be appropriate for interview participants. 

Characteristics of Interview 
Participants
Interview Location: NCCD researchers conducted 
interviews with gang-involved girls and young 
women in eight California cities. About three-
quarters of the interviews (76%) occurred in either 
Los Angeles (33%), San Jose (25%), or San Francisco 
(18%).3 

Age: Interview participants ranged in age from 14 
to 25 years, with a median age of 18. 

http://www.nccdglobal.org/
http://www.nccdglobal.org/
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Gang Membership and Activity Level: At the time 
of the interview, about two-thirds of participants 
������LGHQWLÀHG�DV�DQ�DVVRFLDWH�RI�D�JDQJ�DQG�
DERXW�RQH�TXDUWHU�������LGHQWLÀHG�DV�D�JDQJ�
member.4 Most participants (85%) reported being 
inactive in a gang; 15% were actively involved.

Justice and Gang Involvement of Participants’ 
Families: Most participants (96%) reported having 
at least one family member who had been arrested, 
and 92% had at least one family member who had 
been in jail or prison. Most (87%) had at least one 
gang-involved family member.5 

Who Are Your Social Supports? 
NCCD researchers asked interview participants to 
QDPH�VLJQLÀFDQW�SHRSOH�LQ�WKHLU�OLIH�ZKR�SURYLGHG�
social support or who were important to them. 
3DUWLFLSDQWV��ZKR�ZHUH�DEOH�WR�OLVW�XS�WR����GLරHUHQW�
W\SHV�RI�SHRSOH�RU�UHODWLRQVKLSV��LGHQWLÀHG�KDYLQJ�
an average of 5.6 social supports. 

7KH�PDMRULW\�RI�SDUWLFLSDQWV�������GHVFULEHG�ÀYH�RU�
more individuals or groups who provided support 
to them. Of these individuals or groups, the ones 
reported most frequently were sibling(s) and 
parent(s). See Figure 1. 

8%

21%

22%

45%

50%

71%

73%

Mentor/practitioner

Friend

Children

Romantic partner

Other family

Parent(s)

Sibling(s)

Figure 1: Sources of Social Support

Race/Ethnicity:�3DUWLFLSDQWV�LGHQWLÀHG�WKHPVHOYHV�
as Hispanic or Latino (44%), Black/African American 
(36%), Mixed Race (14%), Native American (3%), 
3DFLÀF�,VODQGHU�������RU�:KLWH������

Sexual Orientation: When asked about sexual 
orientation, about three-quarters (71%) of 
SDUWLFLSDQWV�LGHQWLÀHG�DV�VWUDLJKW��DQG�DERXW�RQH�
WKLUG�������LGHQWLÀHG�DV�OHVELDQ��JD\��ELVH[XDO��RU�
questioning. 

Romantic Relationships: Three-quarters (74%) 
of participants reported being in a romantic 
relationship at the time of the interview. Most 
participants (82%) reported dating a gang member, 
either at the time of the interview or in the past. 

Pregnancy and Parenting:�$ERXW�WZR�ÀIWKV�RI�
participants (39%) were pregnant and/or were 
parents at the time of the interview. 

Education and Employment: Nearly three-
quarters of participants (73%) were attending 
school, participating in job training, and/or working 
at the time of the interview. 

Justice Involvement: At some point in their lives, 
nearly three-quarters of participants (72%) had 
been arrested, half (50%) had been on probation, 
and about half (52%) had been in detention or 
placement. 
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them with private information, talk to them about 
becoming inactive in a gang, and feel respected or 
admired and liked or loved by them. See Table 1. 

Do You Have a Mentor? 
NCCD researchers asked interview participants 
whether they had a mentor, either within or outside 
of their family. For mentors within participants’ 
family, interviewers described this as being a parent 
or someone else inside the family. For mentors 
outside of participants’ family, interviewers stated 
this could include a neighbor, teacher, outreach 
worker, coach, or minister. 

Two-thirds of participants (66%) reported having a 
mentor; of these, some had a mentor both inside 
and outside of their family. See Table 2. Of those 
with a mentor outside of their family, participants 
described these roles as including prevention 
DQG�LQWHUYHQWLRQ�RUJDQL]DWLRQ�VWDර��VXFK�DV�FDVH�
managers and outreach workers (41%); a pastor or 
priest (14%); and teachers, counselors, and other 
school personnel (14%) (not shown). 

Do You Have a Best Friend? 
NCCD researchers asked interview participants 
if they had a best friend and, if they did have 
one, about the length, frequency of contact, and 
quality of this relationship. About two-thirds of 
participants (68%) reported having a best friend. 
Of participants with a best friend, about half (49%) 
KDYH�NQRZQ�WKLV�SHUVRQ�IRU�PRUH�WKDQ�ÀYH�\HDUV��
and about three-quarters (76%) have daily contact 
with their best friend. 

Of those participants with a best friend, most 
felt they could turn to this person for help, trust 

Table 1: Support Provided by Best Friend

“How much…”

% 
“Quite 
a bit/ 

a great 
deal”

N

Does your best friend usually help 
if you need a ride to the doctor or 
some other immediate help? 

93% 71

Can you trust your best friend 
with stories/secrets about your 
personal life? 

87% 71

Would your best friend help you 
LI�\RX�ZHUH�FRQÀQHG�WR�EHG�IRU�D�
couple of weeks? 

86% 71

Could you talk to your best friend 
about becoming inactive?

86% 65

Does your best friend make you 
feel respected or admired?

83% 71

Does your best friend make you 
feel liked or loved? 

80% 71

Does your best friend agree 
with or support your actions or 
thoughts?

74% 70

% 
“Yes” N

Presence of Mentor

Has a mentor 66% 104

Number of Mentors

Has one mentor (within the family 
or outside the family) 39% 104

Has two mentors (within the 
family and outside the family) 27% 104

Status of Mentors 

Has a mentor within the family 51% 102

Has a mentor outside the family 44% 103

Table 2: Support Provided  
by Mentor
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Figure 2: Who Would You Go To For Advice or Help With a Problem? 

Do You Have a Romantic Partner?
Three-quarters of participants (75%) reported 
being in a romantic relationship at the time of the 
interview. Of this group, about one-third (36%) 
were living with their partner and most (87%) 
reported feeling “quite a bit” or “extremely” close 
to their partner. 

Have You Lost Important 
Relationships? 
NCCD researchers asked participants if they had 
lost any important relationships (including partner/
spouse, family members, friends, etc.) during the 
past year due to death, incarceration, breakup, 
moving, or any other reason. In all, most (84%) 
reported that they had experienced the loss of 
one or more relationships during this timeframe. 
Of those who described reasons for these losses, 
about three-quarters (76%) stated that at least 
one loss was due to death, and close to half (46%) 
stated at least one was due to incarceration.

Who Would You Go To For Help or 
Advice With a Problem? 
NCCD researchers asked participants to indicate, 
from a list of types of people, whether or not they 
would seek help or advice from this person if they 
were experiencing a problem. About three-quarters 
(77%) reported they would go to a partner, about 
two-thirds (63%) would go to a friend, and more 
than half would go to a parent (57%) or other 
relative/family member (57%) for advice or help. 
See Figure 2. 

Who Would You Go To For Help 
Becoming Inactive?
NCCD researchers asked participants to indicate, 
from a list of types of people, whether or not they 
would go to this person for help or advice if they 
decided to become inactive in their gang. The most 
FRPPRQO\�LGHQWLÀHG�LQGLYLGXDOV�LQFOXGHG�SDUWQHU�
(54%), parent (41%), and friend (40%). See Figure 3. 
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or parent(s) —and romantic partner. For providing 
advice or help with a problem, participants’ sources 
of support typically included partner, friend, and/or 
parent. About two-thirds of participants reported 
having a best friend; a similar proportion reported 
having a mentor.

Despite this range of support, participants also 
reported experiencing the loss of important 
relationships in the past year. Most participants 
had at least one such loss, with primary reasons for 
these losses including death and incarceration. 

10%
16%

26%
26%

34%
40%
41%

54%

Adult at school
Mental health professional

Mentor
Other relative/family member

Outreach worker/case manager
Friend

Parent(s)
Partner

Figure 3: Who Would You Go To For Help Becoming Inactive?

Interview Participants With Limited 
Social Support 
A subset of participants had limited social support. 
More than one-third of all participants (39%) 
UHSRUWHG�WKDW�WKH\�KDG�IHZHU�WKDQ�ÀYH�VLJQLÀFDQW�
people in their life who provided social support or 
who were important to them. Of this group, when 
asked if they had a mentor, best friend, or romantic 
partner, close to half (41%) reported having one or 
none of these.

Discussion
Most interview participants reported having a 
robust spectrum of social support, but a subset 
had limited support. See Table 3 for a summary. 
Although data described in this brief are self-
reported, research has found that this method 
of data collection with youth tends to generate 
VXFLHQW�UHOLDELOLW\�RQ�D�UDQJH�RI�PHDVXUHV�UHODWLQJ�
to delinquency, substance use, emotions, and other 
areas (Brener, Kann, McManus, Kinchen, Sundberg, 
& Gross, 2002; Nock, Wedig, Holmberg, & Hooley, 
2008; Thornberry & Krohn, 2000). 

3DUWLFLSDQWV�LGHQWLÀHG�DQ�DYHUDJH�RI�����SHRSOH�
who provided social support or who were 
important to them; sources of support frequently 
included their family members—such as sibling(s) 

% 
“Yes” N

Has lost important relationship(s) 
in the past year 84% 103

Has romantic partner 75% 107

Has best friend 68% 105

Has mentor 66% 104

+DV�ÀYH�RU�PRUH�VLJQLÀFDQW�
people who provide social support 
or who are important to them

61% 104

Table 3: Summary of Interview Participants’  
Social Supports
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mentors, and others can play an important role in 
serving as formal and informal sources of social 
support for gang-involved girls. For example, 
as girls transition out of their gang, they need 
assistance and support in addressing relationships 
with their gang-involved family members, friends, 
and neighborhood. Furthermore, and in line with 
WKH�ÀQGLQJV�RI�SUHYLRXV�UHVHDUFK��6LPRQ��5LWWHU��	�
0DKHQGUD���������WKHVH�ÀQGLQJV�VXJJHVW�WKH�QHHG�
for increased availability of pro-social mentors 
ZKR�DUH�VXFLHQWO\�VXSSRUWHG³DV�ZHOO�DV�RWKHU�
positive, empathetic role models—for gang-
involved girls and girls at risk of involvement. The 
interview data also point to a need for additional 
research to determine how to best support girls 
and young women as they transition away from 
gang involvement. 

Moreover, a subset of participants had limited 
social support. More than one-third of participants 
UHSRUWHG�KDYLQJ�IHZHU�WKDQ�ÀYH�VLJQLÀFDQW�SHRSOH�
in their life. Of this group, when asked if they had 
a mentor, best friend, or romantic partner, close to 
half reported having one or none of these. 

In addition to the importance of support from 
family, partners, and friends, practitioners emerged 
as a source of support for some interview 
participants. About half stated they would turn to 
a mentor, outreach worker/case manager, and/
or mental health professional for advice or help 
with a problem. Some participants also stated they 
would approach outreach workers/case managers 
and mentors for advice about becoming inactive in 
their gang. 

This information suggests that outreach workers, 
case managers, mental health professionals, 
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Endnotes
1�7KLV�UHVHDUFK�VWXG\�DQG�WKH�VXEVHTXHQW�GLVVHPLQDWLRQ�RI�ÀQGLQJV�ZDV�VXSSRUWHG�E\�IXQGLQJ�IURP�WKH�2FH�RI�-XYHQLOH�
Justice and Delinquency Prevention and The California Wellness Foundation (Cal Wellness). Created in 1992 as a private, 
independent foundation, Cal Wellness’s mission is to improve the health of the people of California by making grants for 
health promotion, wellness education, and disease prevention. Points of view or opinions in this document are those of the 
DXWKRUV�DQG�GR�QRW�QHFHVVDULO\�UHSUHVHQW�WKH�RFLDO�SRVLWLRQ�RU�SROLFLHV�RI�WKH�IXQGLQJ�RUJDQL]DWLRQV��

2 Understanding that terms such as “gang” and “gang member” may carry stigma and are often used as negative labels, 
particularly in low-income communities of color, NCCD worked closely with the advisory board convened for this study 
to implement research methods designed to accurately and sensitively capture girls’ experiences. This approach included 
coordinating with key stakeholder interviewees, advisory board members, and other community partners to help identify 
girls who were interested in participating in the study; it also focused on asking girls open-ended interview questions about 
WKHLU�JDQJ�PHPEHUVKLS�DQG�LQYROYHPHQW��ZKLFK�DOORZHG�WKHP�WR�GHÀQH�WKHLU�OLYHG�H[SHULHQFHV�LQ�WKHLU�RZQ�ZRUGV�

3�3DUWLFLSDQWV�GLG�QRW�QHFHVVDULO\�OLYH�LQ�WKH�FLW\�LQ�ZKLFK�WKHLU�LQWHUYLHZ�WRRN�SODFH��)RU�FRQÀGHQWLDOLW\�SXUSRVHV��LQWHUYLHZHHV�
were not asked about the city in which they lived or were involved in gang activity.

4�7KH�VWXG\�GHÀQHG�´DVVRFLDWHVµ�DV�JLUOV�ZKR�GR�QRW�FRQVLGHU�WKHPVHOYHV�WR�EH�RFLDO�JDQJ�PHPEHUV��EXW�GR�SDUWLFLSDWH�
LQ�JDQJ�DFWLYLWLHV��´PHPEHUVµ�UHIHUV�WR�JLUOV�ZKR�FRQVLGHU�WKHPVHOYHV�RFLDOO\�SDUW�RI�D�JDQJ��1&&'�UHVHDUFKHUV�GHYHORSHG�
WKHVH�GHÀQLWLRQV�LQ�FRQVXOWDWLRQ�ZLWK�VWDNHKROGHU�LQWHUYLHZHHV�DQG�EDVHG�RQ�SUHYLRXV�UHVHDUFK��&DUOLH��������+RZHOO�DQG�
*ULWKV���������

5 The terms “family” and “family member” can include biological family, legal family, extended family, and close friends.

Glesmann, C., & Wolf, A. M. (2017). Social supports of gang-involved girls and young women. Oakland, CA: National Council  
on Crime & Delinquency.
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