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National Trends in Female Arrests, 1960-1990:
Assessment and Recommendations for Research

Darrell Steffensmeier!

Trends in female criminality from 1960 to 1990 are examined. The main focus
is UCR arrest statistics but other sources of evidence are also used. Major findings
include the following: (1) relative to males, the profile of the female offender has
not changed; and (2) the principal change in the female percentage of arrests
involves the overall rise in property crime, especially minor thefts and frauds.
The effects of broad-based legal and societal trends on female criminality are
discussed and an agenda for research on the issue of female crime trends is
proposed.

KEY WORDS: female criminality; crime/social change; UCR statistics;
employment/crime; gender roles; theory/crime.

1. INTRODUCTION

The past several decades have witnessed a lively debate in both social
science and popular commentary over trends in female criminality. Of par-
ticular interest have been two questions:

(1) Has female crime been changing in recent decades and, if so, in
what ways?
(2) Why have the changes occurred?

The debate has drawn evidence primarily from nationwide arrest statist-
ics from the FBI's Uniform Crime Reports (UCR) and has been shaped by
the interpretation of these statistics in two works published in the mid-1970s,
by Freda Adler (1975) and Rita Simon (1975). Both concluded that changing
gender roles and the women’s movement have had a significant impact on
female crime. Their argument is that as women have gained self-esteem,
confidence, and self-sufficiency (especially via paid employment), female
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crime rates have increased and the character of female crime has shifted
toward more “masculine” kinds of lawbreaking.” In their treatments, Adler
accented the growth in violent crimes by women, whereas Simon stressed
the rise in white-collar and occupational crimes.

A number of criminologists, including myself, have taken issue with
Adler’s and Simon’s interpretation of the UCR data. In several articles
(Steffensmeier, 1978, 1980, 1983; Steffensmeier and Cobb, 1981) published
around 1980, I (with colleagues) examined female arrest trends from World
War 11 to the late 1970s. This work gave special attention to the period from
the mid-60s to the mid-70s when significant numbers of women in the United
States (and throughout the industrialized world) took on new work roles
and a new consciousness concerning themselves and their place in society.
Supplementing the UCR data with other sources of information on crime
and female offending, I drew the following conclusions about female arrest
trends.

(1) Except for substantial increases in the female percentage of arrests
for minor property crimes like larceny and fraud, the female share
of offending has not undergone significant change (i.e., across most
offenses, the female percentage held steady or rose only slightly).

(2) Women have not shifted toward greater involvement in violent
crimes but instead have become more involved (both absolutely
and relative to men) in minor property crimes.

(3) The women arrested for larceny and fraud typically have committed
a non occupational crime such as shoplifting or writing bad checks.

(4) Sociological factors other than women’s liberation better explain
the changes in female arrest patterns.

After reviewing trends in UCR property crimes from the early 1960s

to the mid-1970s, 1 wrote,
Whatever changes [in female arrest patterns] have occurred appear due to chang-
ing law enforcement practices, market consumption trends, and the worsening
economic position of many females in the U.S. rather than changing sex roles

or the improved occupational, educational, and economic position of women.
(Steffensmeier, 1978, p. 580)

My exegesis of the UCR arrest statistics has been fairly well received
among criminologists, particularly on the part of those who do research on

2§ome commentators have classified Adler’s approach as “subjectivist” (where the emphasis is
on attitudes and identities) and Simon’s as “objectivist” (where the emphasis is on opportuni-
ties). I disagree. Some differences in the perspectives of Adler and Simon do exist but their
interpretations overlap considerably. There is a considerable emphasis by Adler on the crimin-
ogenic effects of women’s liberation on female crime opportunities, just as there is much
emphasis by Simon on the criminogenic effects on women of changes toward nontraditional
attitudes and self-definitions.
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female crime (Chesney-Lind, 1986; Daly, 1989; Miller, 1986). Nonetheless,
some criminologists continue to believe that female crime has been undergo-
ing significant changes (e.g., Austin, 1982) and that the most powerful expla-
nation for these changes is that of Adler and Simon (Alleman, 1993).
Moreover, in a recent update of her 1975 monograph, Simon (with Landis)
(1991) reiterates her earlier assessment that the increase in arrests of women
for larceny and fraud is due to more women in the workforce and that this
is evidence that women are catching up with males in involvement in white-
collar and corporate crimes.

The liberation thesis that paid employment and women’s emancipation
cause increased rates of female crime is long-standing in criminology (dating
back to at least the 1870s) and intuitively appealing. It has appeal to contem-
porary criminologists because it asserts the importance of social variables
and downplays biological or physical differences between the sexes. The
assumption is that socialization and social participation are the predominant
social processes that cause women to behave like men as women take on
the roles traditionally held by men. In addition, the emancipation perspective
is intuitively appealing because it offers readers an uncomplicated picture of
social change and female criminality that is easily understood, remembered,
and reported.

But skepticism, even rejection, of the emancipation perspective does
not call into question the relevance and importance of social variables for
explaining female arrest trends. Nor does it imply that female crime is driven
by biology. On the contrary, the view that there are sociological factors
other than women’s liberation that better account for female arrest trends
may substantially improve our ability to develop an accurate explanation
of the trends. Adler and Simon offer largely individual-level explanations of
the changes in female crime and give greatest weight to more mutable fac-
tors; other, more sociological accounts can acknowledge more intractable
structural and cultural factors.

This paper updates and extends my earlier research on trends in UCR
arrest statistics (e.g., Steffensmeier, 1978, 1980), by examining female arrest
rates over the 1960-1990 period. To interpret the UCR statistics, I rely
heavily on alternative sources of information that provide both quantitative
and qualitative evidence on female criminality, on the status of women in
American society, and on changes in crime statistics and criminal opportunit-
ies. The sources include (1) self-report, case history, and other research on
female crime; and (2) interviews with police, couri officials, and female
offenders conducted by me over the past two decades. Of particular note
are interviews with 120 lower-court judges or magistrates in Pennsylvania
during 1990-1992 that included questions about female crime patterns and
trends. These magistrates either adjudicate or screen all criminal cases in
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Pennsylvania and many of the judges have been in office for over 20 years,
so that they are uniquely situated for scrutinizing crime trends.’

The paper proceeds as follows. 1 first review female arrest trends from
1960 to 1990, after which I outline six alternative explanations of the trends.
I then connect the explanations to arrest trends for specific offenses where
notable increases and decreases in the female percentage of arrests have
occurred. I conclude by proposing future topics of research on trends in
female crime.

2. UCR ARREST STATISTICS, BY GENDER

The Uniform Crime Reports are the only continuous source of annual
data on sex- and age-specific arrests categorized by offense. I calculated
arrest rates on all the UCR offense categories except forcible rape and runa-
ways/curfew violations. Since few crimes are committed by those either
under age 10 or over age 65, the rates are calculated for persons aged 10
through 64.* Two principal methods of measuring change are used. One is
the female percentage of arrests (FP/A), adjusting for the sex composition
of the population at large. The other is the offender-profile percentage, which
is defined as the percentage of all arrests within each sex that are arrests for
that particular offense. This part of analysis examines the distribution of
offenses committed by females to determine if the profile of the female
offender has changed (e.g., toward more violence).

Using UCR arrest data for intersex comparisons over time is risky for
two reasons: one involves the issue of reliability; the other concerns the
meaning of the statistics per se. First, there are several factors that have
artifactually increased the arrest probabilities of females relative to males
over the past few decades. Second, the UCR offense categories are broad
and are derived from a heterogeneous collection of criminal acts. For
example, the offense category of larceny-theft includes shoplifting of a $10.00
item, theft of a radio from a parked auto, theft of merchandise by an
employee, and cargo theft amounting to thousands of dollars. The broad
offense category of fraud includes passing of bad checks for small amounts
and stock frauds involving large sums of money. Burglary includes both
unlawful entry into a neighbor’s apartment to steal a television and

*The study of lower-court judges in Pennsylvania was funded by the National Science Founda-
tion and had two major purposes: (1) to provide an in-depth analysis of the minor judiciary
and (2) to provide a comparative analysis of female and male magistrates who preside over
the lower courts. Data were collected in 3-hr semistructured interviews.

“The statistical procedures used to calculate the rates and other measures of female-to-male
arrest trends are straightforward and are described in detail in several of my publications (e.g.,
Steffensmeier, 1980; Steffensmeier and Streifel, 1992).
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safecracking. Further, arrests are not distinguished in terms of whether the
suspect is the sole or major perpetrator. Many females arrested for robbery
or burglary act as accomplices to male offenders (Covington, 1985;
Steffensmeier and Terry, 1986), and many females arrested for homicide or
assault act in response to considerable provocation from male associates
(Browne, 1992).

This characteristic of UCR data is aggravated by the tendency of
researchers to ignore secondary data sources and localized studies of arrests,
court referrals, and so forth, as supplemental evidence to interpret the UCR
statistics. As a result, inaccurate conclusions are easily drawn such as the
mistaken claim that female arrests for larceny and fraud involve occupa-
tional crimes. I return to this crucial point throughout the paper.

2.1. Trends in Arrest Rates

UCR statistics on female and male arrest trends are presented in Table
1. In columns 1-6, male and female arrest rates per 100,000 population for
1960, 1975, and 1990 are shown. In general, the pattern of change was
similar for both sexes, with large increases occurring only for larceny, fraud,
driving under the influence, drug violations, and assault and decreases in
arrest rates for public drunkenness, sex offenses, vagrancy, suspicion, and
gambling. This suggests that similar social and legal forces influence the
arrest rates for both sexes, independent of any condition unique to women.,

2.2. Trends in the Female Percentage of Arrests

The middle columns (7-9) in Table I show the female percentage of
arrests (FP/A) for various offenses. Note that an increase in the FP/A will
occur if female rates increase more than male rates, if female rates are
constant but male rates decline, or if female rates decline less than male
rates. Several patterns in Table I are noteworthy.

First, when total arrests across all offenses are considered, the female
percentage rose substantially—from 11% in 1960 to 15% in 1975 and to 19%
in 1990. (The bulk of that rise, as discussed below, is due to the sharp
increase in the numbers of women arrested for minor property crimes like
larceny and fraud.)

Second, for the majority of offenses, the female percentage of arrests
has inched upward (about 1-2% each interval) ; examples include arrests for
simple assaults and burglary. The increase in the FP/A for burglary since
the mid-1970s is due to sharply declining rates among males, as compared
to stable or slightly rising burglary rates among females. Also, the FP/A
for DUI, after holding steady for two decades, has nearly doubled since the
early 1980s. (Note, however, that the base rate for females arrested for
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burglary and DUI is small, so that even a doubling of the FP/A is not that
large an absolute increase.)

Third, for a number of offenses, the female percentage held steady or
declined slightly, including arrests for public drunkenness, drug law viola-
tions, aggravated assault, and homicide. The female share of homicide
arrests is now about 10% compared to about 17% in 1960.

Fourth, the female percentage of arrests has narrowed considerably for
larceny-theft, fraud, and forgery. The female share of all larceny arrests
increased from 17% in 1960 to about 30% in 1990, while the female share
of fraud and forgery arrests increased from about 15 to 43 and 34%, respec-
tively. Some research suggests that much of the increase in the FP/A for
larceny is due to disproportionate numbers of females arrested for shoplift-
ing (Giordano et al., 1981; Klemke, 1992; Silverman ef al., 1976; Watson,
1993). The female share of embezzlement arrests also has been rising (from
about 28% in 1975 to 37% in 1990), but very few females or males are
arrested for embezzling; therefore, arrest rates for embezzlement are of little
significance in terms of overall male/female arrest trends. Finally, note that
the FP/A for larceny has held steady since about 1975. (I discuss this finding
below.)

Because the volume of larceny arrests is sizable, female gains in larceny
have contributed to a large increase in the FP/A for serious or index crimes
(homicide, aggravated assault, forcible rape, robbery, burglary, motor vehi-
cle theft, and larceny-theft). The FP/A climbed from 10% in 1960 to 22%
in 1990. Also, 13% of all female arrests were for index crimes in 1960,
compared to 25% in 1990. For males, arrests for index crimes increased
more modestly, going from 14% in 1960 to 20% in 1990. Because larceny is
not perceived as a “serious” crime (Rossi et al., 1974; Wolfgang et al., 1985),
I omitted it from the calculations and found (1) no change in the percentage
of all female arrests that were for index crimes (about 5% both in 1960 and
in 1990) and (2) a rise in the FP/A for index crimes from 6% in 1960 to
10% in 1990. The remaining increase in the FP/A for index crimes is due
to a sharp drop in male burglary rates since the mid-1970s.

2.3. Trends in Offender Profiles

Table I also compares the 1960 and the 1990 arrest profiles of male and
female offenders (columns 10-13). The profile represents the percentage of
all arrests within each sex that are arrests for that particular offense. The
homicide figures for 1990 of 0.2 for men and 0.1 for women indicate that
only 0.2% of all male arrests were for homicide, and only 0.1% of all female
arrests were for homicide. ‘ )
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The similarities between the male and the female profiles and their arrest
trends are considerable. For both males and females, the three most common
arrest categories in 1990 are DUI, larceny-theft, and “other except
traffic”—a residual category that includes mostly criminal mischief, public
disorder, local ordinance violations, and assorted minor crimes. Together,
these three offenses account for 48% of all male arrests and 49% of all female
arrests. (But note that 20 and 9% of all female arrests are for larceny and
DUI, respectively, compared to 10 and 15% among males.) Arrests for
murder, arson, and embezzlement are relatively rare for males and females
alike, whereas liquor law violations (mostly underage drinking), simple
assault, and disorderly conduct account for a somewhat larger proportion
of arrests for both sexes.

The most important gender differences in arrest profiles invelve the
relatively greater involvement of females in minor property crimes such as
larceny and fraud (about 28% of all female arrests, compared to 12% of
male arrests) and in prostitution, and the relatively greater involvement of
males in crimes against persons and major property crimes (17% of all male
arrests versus 11% of all female arrests). These patterns are similar to those
found in other comparisons of gender differences in crime (see review by
Steffensmeier and Allan, 1990).

The distribution of offenses for which both men and women are arrested
has shifted a fair amount over the past 30 years, but the patterns of shifts
for males and females are comparable. Of all persons arrested in 1990 versus
1960, a larger share of both male and female arrests was for DUI, larceny,
and drug law violations, while a smaller share was for public drunkenness
and disorderly conduct. I also rank-ordered by size the male and female
rates and found parallel shifts in rank ordering except that the rank ordering
for fraud jumped much more among female than male arrestees, whereas
the rank ordering for prostitution and vagrancy dropped more among female
arrestees. Rank-order correlations performed on the 1960 and 1990 ranking
of offenses (as reflected in the profile-percentages) confirm that female arrest
patterns have undergone moderate change as have male patterns (p=0.57
and 0.60, respectively). There has been some convergence between the sexes
in the kinds of crimes for which they are arrested: the male-to-female rank-
order correlation was 0.76 in 1960 and 0.88 in 1990. However, when the
sex-related offenses (e.g., vagrancy) are removed, the male-to-female rank-
order correlation was 0.89 in 1960 and 0.88 in 1990. Relative to men, there-
fore, the profile of the female offender has not changed.

2.4. Juvenile vs. Adult Trends in the Female Percentage of Arrests

It is plausible that shifting gender-role ideologies and other structural
changes have had more of an effect on younger women than older women,
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Table Il. Female Percentage of Arrests Among Youth and Adult Populations (1960,
1975, 1990)

Youth Adult
1960 1975 1990 % change 1960 1975 1990 % change

Against persons

Homicide 9.7 10.6 6.6 ~3.1 14.8 15.4 134 -14
Aggrav. assault 10.3 14.3 13.9 3.6 14.9 12.1 13.1 -1.8
Weapons 34 6.7 6.2 2.8 6.5 8.2 8.4 1.9
Simple assaults 12.8 18.7 214 8.6 9.1 1.5 13.9 48
Major property
Robbery 4.7 7.1 7.8 3.1 4.9 7.0 8.9 4.0
Burglary 30 5.4 7.8 4.8 34 5.9 9.6 6.2
Stolen property 7.3 9.4 9.5 22 9.0 114 13.2 42
Minor property
Larceny 14.2 29.1 217 13.5 19.0 335 322 13.2
Fraud 22.6 32.6 39.8 17.2 14.6 344 45.7 311
Forgery 23.6 320 32.7 9.1 14.4 21.5 33.7 19.3
Embezzlement - — 243 457 (21.4) — 402 384  (—18)
Malicious mischief
Auto theft 3.8 7.5 10.0 (6.2) 35 6.4 10.7 72
Vandalism — 7.5 93 (1.8) — 10.0 17.4 (1.4
Arson — 9.3 10.2 (0.9) — 14.5 14.6 0.1)
Drinking/drugs
Public drunkeness 8.2 9.9 114 32 7.7 6.5 9.4 1.7
DUI 34 6.9 12.7 9.3 5.8 7.8 12.2 6.4
Liquor laws 10.2 16.6 233 13.1 16.6 10.2 14.0 —-2.6
Drug abuse 13.6 15.0 12.0 ~1.6 14.7 12.6 17.0 23
Sex/sex related
Prostitution 76.4 83.2 70.6 ~58 71.0 69.1 68.4 -26
Sex offenses 253 11.1 7.6 —17.7 14.2 6.8 7.5 -6.7
Disorderly conduct  13.1 14.7 18.6 5.5 13.5 17.9 18.4 49
Vagrancy 12.6 18.8 16.3 37 7.4 12.8 12.9 5.5
Suspicion 122 15.2 18.1 5.9 10.9 13.0 14.9 4.0
Miscellaneous
Against family 21.2 23.1 26.7 5.5 7.4 79 16.6 9.2
Gambling 5.0 40 7.5 2.5 8.5 8.9 15.6 7.1
Other except traffic  20.6 18.3 18.5 =21 11.0 13.5 15.6 4.6
Total 132 194 20.2 7.0 929 13.3 173 7.4

so that the rise in offending by young women may be especially acute (see
the review by Steffensmeier and Streifel, 1992). To examine this issue, data
on the female percentage of arrests for youth (ages 10-17) and adults (ages
18-64) for the years 1960, 1975, and 1990 are presented in Table II. The
absolute change in the female percentage over the 1960-1990 period also is
shown. In general, the FP/A’s across the three decades are quite similar for
youths and adults. For example, the FP/A for larceny in 1990 is 27.7 for
youth and 32.2 for adults, and FP/A’s change by 5 percentage points from
1960 to 1990 for both juveniles and adults. The major difference in arrest
patterns between the two age groups occurs for fraud and forgery, where
the increase in the female percentage of arrests is much greater among adults
than juveniles. The change among adults is 31 percentage points for fraud
and 19 percentage points for forgery, compared to changes of 17 percentage
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points for fraud and 9 percentage points for forgery among youth. These
differences reflect expanding opportunities for credit-based currency crimes
(e.g., writing bad checks, defrauding an innkeeper, forging credit cards,
nonpayment of services) that intertwine more with adult than juvenile lives
(see discussion below).

2.5. Other Evidence on Female Crime Trends

Evidence from other sources shows more stability than change in female
crime relative to male crime over the past several decades. Data from the
National Crime Survey on victim’s perception of the offender’s sex show
that from 1973 to 1990, sex differences held stable for robbery (female share
was 7% in 1973 and 1990) and for assault (about 14% in both years). The
National Youth Survey, generally recognized as the best of the self-report
delinquency studies, provides information on delinquency trends for male
and female adolescents from the late 1960s to the early 1980s. The survey
finds increases in some delinquent behaviors (e.g., alcohol and drug use)
among both male and female adolescents and decreases in others (e.g., theft
and assault) but stable gender differences in delinquency. After reviewing

- the data, Delbert Elliott and associates conclude that during this time frame,
the self-report data “‘show no significant decline in the [male-to-female] sex
ratios on eight specific offenses” (Elliott et al., 1987). In addition, there is
little evidence that female gang activity has changed significantly (see Miller,
1973; Jankowski, 1991; but see Curry, 1993).

Statistics on males and females incarcerated in state and federal prisons
provide additional information on female crime trends. From roughly the
mid-1920s to the present, the female percentage of the total prison popula-
tion varied between 3 and 6% (Greenfeld, 1992). The female percentage was
about 5% in the 1920s, about 3% in the 1960s, and is about 6% today. As
with male incarceration rates, female rates rose very sharply—more than
doubling—during the 1980s. Most women in prison today were convicted
of homicide or assault (usually against spouse, lover, or child) and for
property crimes that are often drug related. During the 1980s, a larger
percentage of female new court commitments than of male new court com-
mitments entered prison for drug offenses. Also, a higher percentage of
female prison inmates than male inmates was under the influence of drugs
or alcohol at the time of their current offense (Greenfeld and Minor-Harper,
1991).

Finally, female involvement in professional and organized crime has
not increased and continues to lag far behind male involvement. Women
continue to be hugely underrepresented in traditionally male-dominated
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associations that engage in safecracking, fencing operations, gambling opera-
tions, and racketeering. In 1991 the Commonwealth of Pennsylvania released
its 1990 Report on organized crime and racketeering activities in the state
during the 1980s period (Pennsylvania Crime Commission, 1991). That
report identified only a handful of women who were major players in large-
scale gambling and racketeering, and their involvement was a direct spinoff
of association with a male figure (i.e., the woman was a daughter, spouse,
or sister). The 1990 Report also noted that the extent and character of
women’s involvement in the 1980s were comparable to their involvement
during the 1970s.

Of anecdotal pertinence are the responses of 120 lower-court judges (70
male judges and 50 female judges) in Pennsylvania who, as part of a larger
survey of the minor judiciary in the state, were asked to assess trends in
female crime. Some judges had been in office more than 25 years. The judges
uniformly responded that crime remains essentially a male phenomenon.
This response from a female magistrate was typical: “Most of my caseload
is male, very much so. The only real female crime that stands out in my
mind is retail theft and harassment. And checks. I am seeing more women
for that because there’s a big shopping mall in my district.”

3. EXPLAINING FEMALE ARREST TRENDS

There are at least six plausible explanations of these trends and patterns
in female arrests that I group under the following headings: law and the
organizational management of crime, gender equality, economic adversity
of females, expanded opportunities for female-type crimes, shifts in the
underworld, and trends in drug dependency. Each should be viewed as a
series of hypotheses in need of empirical testing.

3.1. Organizational Management of Crime: Enhanced “Visibility” of
Female Offending

The arrest rate, similar to any official measure of crime, is a function
of behaviors defined as criminal and control measures established to deal
with them. Some of the increase in the female percentage of arrests may
reflect changes in laws, in policing, or in record keeping that have raised
female arrest rates relative to male rates in recent decades. That bureaucratiz-
ation and more formal policing tend to increase official ratios of female-to-
male criminality is consistent with alternative sources of data on female
crime.
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For example, computerization and improved record keeping in police
departments increased the accuracy in recording suspect’s sex. This has
reduced the level of hidden female crime since an “unknown” is tabulated
as a male arrestee in published tables. This refinement in record keeping
probably had its greatest impact on female arrest trends during the 1960s
(Steffensmeier, 1980). More bureaucratization in policing has also intro-
duced more universalistic standards of decision-making, thus reducing the
effects of gender on probability of arrest (Visher, 1983). Additionally, the
expanded use of informants has increased the utility of female suspects
who are charged with offenses as a pressure point for gaining incriminating
evidence against male offenders with whom they are associated (Steffens-
meier and Terry, 1986; Pennsylvania Crime Commission, 1991). Finally,
changes in laws and enforcement toward targeting less serious forms of
lawbreaking (e.g., lowering the blood alcohol content in arrests for DUI)
has increased the risk of arrest for female offenders. The ability of the
authorities to dip more deeply into the pool of offenders will increase the
female share of arrests, because females tend to be involved disproportion-
ately in the less serious forms of lawbreaking even within a specific offense
category.

The changes in the organizational management of crime suggest that
‘changes in the FP/A are, to some extent, artifactual. The next series of
explanations assumes that at least some, if not most, of the changes in the
FP/A are due to actual changes in the behaviors of female offenders.

3.2. Female Emancipation

Both the popular press and some social scientists have linked recent
trends in arrests to female emancipation and the improved status of women
(Simon and Landis, 1991). Less traditional gender-role attitudes and greater
opportunities in the economic sphere, especially female advances in the paid
workforce, are believed to have resulted in higher levels of female crime.

Consistent with this perspective are changes in arrests for some offenses
that appear to have clear connections to changes in women’s roles and
activities. For example, the rise in the female percentage of arrests for DUI
can be attributed, in part, both to women’s greater participation in the public
sphere (e.g., going to college, working, traveling) and to more women driving
automobiles. However, it is debatable whether the expanding use of the
automobile by women is better explained as a fundamental role change or
as a society-wide diffusion of a technological necessity (i.e., a required mode
of transportation, as discussed below). The latter interpretation suggests
a different type of explanation from the “female emancipation’ account.
Moreover, many writers argue that it is theoretically unwarranted to assume
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that the effect of equalization of gender roles is necessarily criminogenic,
since greater female social participation may reduce stress, increase self-
esteem, and in other ways positively affect what are often described in the
criminological literature as the causes of crime (see review by Steffensmeier
and Allan, 1990).

The major predicament with the liberation thesis, however, is that it is
inconsistent with much of what is known about both female crime and
contemporary gender roles. Five types of evidence support this claim. First,
the changes in the female percentage of arrests were as great or greater prior
to the women’s movement (begins-around 1970) as in subsequent years when
female labor force participation and other “status of women” indicators
accelerated (Bianci and Spain, 1986). Second, the female percentage of
arrests is comparable across age groups both for the entire period
(1960-1990) and for individual decades (e.g., 1960-1970). This contradicts
the expectation that trends in female employment and women’s status should
have a greater impact on the criminality of young adult and middle-aged
women than adolescent and elderly women (Steffensmeier and Streifel,
1992). Third, - the female percentage of embezzlement arrests actually
declined among adults, which conflicts with Simon’s version of the emancipa-
tion thesis.. Fourth, female offenders typically bear little resemblance to the

““liberated female crook’ described by some commentators. Instead, these
offenders typically are unemployed women or women working at low-paying
jobs or are minority women drawn from backgrounds of profound poverty
(Chesney-Lind, 1986; Steffensmeier and Allan, 1990; Wolfe, Cullen and
Cullen 1984). Finally, recent time-series and cross-sectional analyses indicate
that higher female-to-male arrest levels are linked to structural conditions
in which women face adverse rather than favorable economic circumstances
(Streifel, 1989; Steffensmeier and Streifel, 1992).

3.3. Increased Economic Adversity of Women

One of the better predictors of involvement in criminal activity is econ-
omic hardship (Allan and Steffensmeier, 1989; Wolfe, Cullen and Cullen,
1984). A Jarger segment of the female population faces greater economic
insecurity today than 30 years ago, even though some women have become
more emancipated and have moved into formerly male professions. Rising
rates of divorce, illegitimacy, and female-headed households, coupled with
continued segregation of women in low-paying occupations, have aggravated
the economic pressures on women and have left them more responsible for
child care than they were two or three decades ago (Dabelko and Sheak,
1992; Kitson and Morgan 1990). Growing economic adversity increases the
pressures to commit consumer-based crimes such as shoplifting, check fraud,
theft of services, and welfare fraud.
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The economic adversity thesis is consistent with studies of the character-
istics of female offenders (noted above) and with recent cross-sectional and
time-series research on structural correlates of the female percentage of
property-crime arrests (Streifel, 1989; Steffensmeier and Streifel, 1992).
These studies show that the higher female-to-male arrest levels are linked to
social conditions in which women face adverse rather than favorable econ-
omic circumstances such as greater occupational segregation, more female-
headed households, higher rates of illegitimacy, and higher rates of female
unemployment. The adversity thesis also predicts female arrest gains in all
the property crimes, which in fact has occurred.

3.4. Expanded Opportunities for Female-Type Crimes

Because female offenders (similar to male offenders) gravitate toward
activities that are easily available and within their skills, the level and charac-
ter of female crime in a given society will be strongly affected by the avail-
ability of crime opportunities that are suited to female interests and abilities.
Changes in American society since World War II have created more oppor-
tunities for fraud and dishonesty and related offenses that “‘everywoman”

- (or everyman) can commit (Steffensmeier, 1980; Weisburd ez al., 1991).
They do not require the physical skills and dexterity of many forms of street
crime, or the skills of professional con artists. These crimes typically require
little more than “the ability to read, write, and fill out forms, along with
some minimum level of presentation of a respectable self”” (Weisburd ef al.,
1991, p. 182). Moreover, while collusion may often be present, many of
these crimes can be committed on one’s own.

Changing patterns of productive activity in at least five areas have
created opportunities for the commission of new forms of crime (e.g., minor
thefts and frauds) that favor female involvement: (1) production, mer-
chandising, and marketing of goods; (2) the credit economy; (3) a welfare
state and its programs; (4) the importance of credentials for job placement
and social status; and (5) consumerism and the message of consumption.’

Important conditions leading to more opportunities for theft and fraud
are the credit economy and the increase in shopping malls, self-service mark-
eting, and small, portable products. Lines of credit and credit cards produce
paper frauds such as credit fraud, bad checks, coupon fraud, and fraudulent

*In presenting these changes I borrow heavily from my earlier work (Steffensmeier, 1980, 1983)
and from Weisburd er al. (1991). While my focus has been on the disproportionate increase
in opportunities for female-type crimes, their emphasis is on the increase in crime opportunities
for middle-class persons.



426 Steffensmeier

theft of services. The latter typically involves the failure to make payment
for rental property (e.g., videocassettes) or for contracted services like rent,
water, heat, cable TV, and telephone. The growth in shopping malis and
portable products enhances the opportunities (and incentives) for shoplift-
ing, theft from parked automobiles, and the like.

The conditions for the commission of fraud and theft are also created
by various programs of the welfare state. Student loans, Social Security,
Medicaid, ADC, HUD, and other welfare programs depend on written mat-
erials, and all involve the potential for fraudulent applications. There also
is much potential for theft of government checks from mailboxes, delivery
trucks, and the like. At the same time, society’s increasing reliance on formal
credentials creates opportunities to falsify identification in the preparation of
application forms, or to fake the data. The emphasis on grades, graduation,
awards, job experience, and the like elicits “pressures to inflate the credentials
or to make them up when they do not exist” (Weisburd et al., 1991, p. 183).

These changes are reinforced by the media’s message of consumption
that encourages excessive spending and buying on credit. The message to
“consume” goods encourages theft (including shoplifting) and chiseling to
stretch the paycheck or upgrade one’s car, home, appearance, or life-style.
The rise in female property, in particular, can be seen as a by-product of

- opportunities created by the evolution of productive activity (e.g., transport-
ation, merchandising, currency) rather than to changes in female motivation
or in their social and economic position. Although these changes have
expanded the crime opportunities for both sexes, on balance the opportunit-
ies for traditional types of female crime have been expanding at a faster
pace than have those for traditional male crimes. Analogously, American
society has become more “target rich” for property crimes that favor middle-
class involvement (Weisburd et al., 1991).

3.5. Changes in the Criminal Underworld

The criminal underworld has undergone some changes in recent decades
that, on balance, appear to have contributed to higher rates of female
offending. The changes include (1) the emergence of drug trafficking as the
dominant criminal market, (2) a decline in some forms of professional crime,
(3) shifts in ethnic composition, and (4) an increase in “instrumental” forms
of violence (this would increase male violence).

Subtle shifts in the underworld may raise or dampen the prospects for
female involvement. Given the male dominance of the underworld and the
sexism characterizing it, female crime opportunities are dependent partly on
whether male criminals find females to be useful. For example, in recent
years women have become useful for successful drug trafficking because they
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are more likely to have clean records, create less suspicion, and can conceal
drugs more easily. At the same time, the underworld appears to be younger,
more amateurish, and less professional today. My research suggests that
professional crime groups are less likely to admit women into their groups
or to allow them to play fairly active roles (Steffensmeier, 1983; Steffensmeier
and Terry, 1986; Pennsylvania Crime Commission, 1991). Also, some forms
of professional crime which historically involved a heavy preponderance of
male offenders have declined (e.g., safecracking). Would-be recruits into
these traditionally male crimes are being drawn instead into other forms of
theft (e.g., theft from parked motor vehicles) or drug trafficking (Shover,
1991; Steffensmeier, 1986).

Meanwhile, demographic shifts in the large urban areas of America
where the bulk of reported crime occurs have affected both underworld
crime and female lawbreaking. In particular, there has been an increase in
Hispanic and Black populations that tend to have comparatively high levels
of female-to-male offending, especially in drug trafficking (Steffensmeier and
Allan, 1988; Pennsylvania Crime Commission, 1991; Anglin et al., 1987).
If, for example, there is somewhat greater participation of females in youth
gangs today, that may reflect the ethnic shift that is occurring in many of
America’s large cities.

The other major change in the underworld involves the greater use of
violence for instrumental or materialistic ends. An increasing proportion of
all homicides is perpetrated for instrumental rather than expressive purposes.
Males disproportionately commit instrumental-type killings, which helps to
explain the decline in the FP/A for homicide.

3.6. Drug Dependency/Addiction

Rising levels of illicit drug use by females over the past two or three
decades may also help account for female crime trends. Drug addiction
amplifies income-generating crimes of both sexes, but more so for females
than males (Anglin et al., 1987; Gosho and Wohl, 1979; Inciardi et al.,
1993). Because females face greater constraints against crime (e.g., it is more
stigmatizing), they may need greater motivational pressures before they will
commit a crime. Female involvement in burglary and robbery, in particular,
typically occurs after addiction and is likely to be abandoned when drug
use ceases (Anglin er al., 1987). Drug use is also more likely to initiate
females into the underworld and criminal subcultures and to connect them
to drug-dependent males who use them as crime accomplices or exploit them
as “old ladies” to support their addiction (Covington, 1985; Miller, 1986;
Steffensmeier and Terry, 1986). In these and other ways, the rise in drug
dependency would have a greater impact on female criminality, even though
female drug arrests have not outpaced male arrests since 1960.
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4. APPLICATION OF THE FRAMEWORK TO SELECT CRIMES

The preceding discussion can provide an account for offenses like hom-
icide, where the female share of arrests has declined, and for offenses like
larceny and DUI, where notable increases in the female share of arrests have
occurred. My treatment of trends in several crime categories is somewhat
speculative and is intended to raise issues for future research.

4.1. Homicide

The female percentage of homicide arrests decreased steadily over the
past three decades, from 17% in 1960 to 10% in 1990. This downward trend
is due largely to a proportionate increase in felony-murders and stranger
killings (from about 7% of all homicides in 1960 to about 20% in 1990).
Males are overwhelmingly the offenders in instrumental, felony-related kil-
lings (e.g., a contract murder or a homicide committed while carrying out
a robbery or a drug deal), whereas homicides involving female perpetrators
almost always occur during noncriminal activity (e.g., domestic dispute).
The increase in instrumental murders appears to be due to several factors:
the growth in convenience stores and similar establishments which are more
suitable targets for robbery, the escalating availability of more lethal fire-
arms, the growth in violent youth gangs, and the strong consumer appetite
for hard drugs that has fostered a violent drug trade (especially in large
urban areas). .

Another factor that may contribute to the decline in the FP/A for
homicide, particularly during the 1980s, has been the growth of shelters and
other services for abused women. This growth may have enabled abused
women to escape from abusive males, instead of killing them. Browne (1992)
reports a 20% decrease in the number of women killing male partners over
the 1976-1987 period, about the time domestic violence legislation and extra-
legal resources for abused women were coming into place. [Over half of the
victims of female homicides are male partners (e.g., spouses, lovers).] The
presence of avenues for escape or protection for women threatened by male
partners may have averted at least a portion of those homicides that occur
in desperation or self-defense. Browne reports that this downward trend in
partner homicides by women was not matched, however, by a similar trend
in partner homicides by men.

4.2. Burglary

The female percentage of burglary arrests has inched upward, especially
during the 1980s. The major force pushing up the female percentage has
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been a fairly steep drop in the male burglary rate since the mid-1970s. The
drop in the male rate reflects a paper decrease brought on by a change in
reporting procedures, together with a real decrease in male burglary rates
due to shifts in the underworld away from burglary toward drug dealing as
a more attractive money-making option (Shover, 1991 ; Steffensmeier, 1986).

The paper decrease in burglary has occurred because, contrary to
instructions from the Uniform Crime Reporting Program, many police
departments categorize “theft from a motor vehicle” (e.g., breaking into a
parked automobile and stealing a CD player) as a burglary rather than a
larceny-theft. In response to UCR pressures, the trend today is for individual
police departments to classify a theft from a motor vehicle as a larceny-
theft. This change has also pushed up male arrest rates for larceny-theft
rates since the mid-1970s (see below).

At the same time, other factors have produced stable female burglary
rates. These include the growth in burglary targets that are more suitable
for female involvement (e.g., increase in houses or apartments that are unoc-
cupied during the daytime); the increase in drug-related burglaries (and
robberies) that involve women as solo perpetrators or women as accomplices
of male offenders; the expanding role of the informant system within law
enforcement that leads to arrests of females for testimony against male
offenders; and a trend toward younger, more reckless criminals who appear
more willing than their older and more professional counterparts to admit
women into their groups or to exploit them for criminal purposes. (Some
of these factors also have contributed to rising arrest rates of females in
other property crimes.)

For example, the growth in suburban housing and the greater numbers
of women at work have exposed households to greater risk because family
members are away or because there are fewer intimate neighbors to ook
after property while residents are away from home. When women burglarize,
they prefer daytime crimes in unoccupied houses or apartments. One female
ex-burglar told me:

The women I met in prison who were involved in burglary did it because they
were dopers, or did it for a boyfriend who wanted them to scout a place, or
both. My involvement came from selling real estate. A couple of the homes I
was showing left money laying around. I was very short of money at the time, I
had the keys, so I went back later. Did it twice and got caught. It amounted to
$844 in all. But the papers blew it all out of proportion, called me the “real estate
lady-burglar,” like I was some kind of new feminist freak.

4.3. Driving Under the Influence

A combination of factors helps to explain the rise in the female percent-
age of arrests for DUI, from 5% in 1975 to 11% in 1990. First, DUI statutes
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now have a less demanding criterion of intoxication that requires a smaller
amount of alcohol consumption or blood-alcohol content. In addition, DUI
enforcement practices have toughened. Both factors have contributed to
arrests of less intoxicated violators, particularly women drivers. Second, the
proportion of drivers who are female has increased. This reflects the growing
reliance on the automobile in modern American society, especially among
women as they carry out their work roles, fulfill their family responsibilities,
and pursue their leisure activities. Third, women have greater freedom of
movement and experience greater acceptance of their drinking in public
places. Fourth, there is a larger pool of single, separated, or divorced females,
a group that is at comparatively greater risk for driving under the influence
and at night when enforcement accelerates and most arrests are made
(McCormack, 1985; Wells-Parker et al., 1991; Shore ef al., 1988). Single or
divorced women are more likely than married women to drink at bars,
private clubs, and other social gatherings (Wells-Parker ef al., 1991).

The significance of these factors for trends in female DUI arrests is
reflected in responses drawn from recent interviews of lower-court magis-
trates in Pennsylvania. This judge’s comment is typical:

DUI cases are still mainly male but we are seeing more women. The reasons are
not that complex, really. There are more women who drive nowadays and the
law’s a lot stricter. You can get hammered [arrested] for just a couple of drinks
now. The women are out to socialize, have a drink with some lady friends or to
meet guys, at a bar or private club. A lot of these gals are single or divorced, in
their twenties and thirties. They’re out for a good time—have a couple of drinks,
dance, party a little, and head for home. Oops! The cops pull them over.

4.4. Larceny-Theft

Since 1960, females have made sizable gains in arrests for larceny, fraud,
and forgery. (The FP/A rose from about 15% in 1960 to about 35% in
1990.) Most arrests of women in these offense categories are for shoplifting,
passing bad checks, credit card fraud, theft of services, welfare fraud, and
small con games (Giordano ef al., 1981; Klemke, 1992; Silverman et al.,
1976; Steffensmeier, 1980; Watson, 1993). These kinds of lawbreaking rep-
resent extensions of female domestic and consumer role activities, rather
than new role patterns. Males also engage in such crimes and in larger
numbers, but the proportion of male crime accounted for by these crimes
is lower than for females (Klemke, 1992; Lindquist, 1988). Recent changes
in currency and consumerism have affected the theft/fraud opportunities for
both sexes, but more for females than males. Simultaneously, the greater
economic adversity facing large subgroups of women today may have height-
ened their incentive and risk-taking aptitude for theft and fraud.
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Of particular interest here is that the female percentage of arrests for
larceny almost doubled between 1960 and 1975 (increasing from 17 to 30%)
but has held steady since. (In contrast, the rise in the FP/A for fraud and
forgery is persistently upward during the 1980s.) Several interrelated factors
help to explain this rapid rise and subsequent plateau in the FP/A for
larceny. First, increased opportunities for shoplifting—a female-type crime-
~—occurred across the three decades but especially in the 1960s, when the
rapid growth in shopping malls, self-service marketing, and small, portable
products outpaced protection-against-theft measures. Second, that trend has
been countered in recent years by increased opportunities for larcenies such
as bicycle theft and theft from parked automobiles that overwhelmingly are
committed by male offenders. Third, fluctuations both in the law and in
enforcement practices have affected arrest trends for larceny.

In the 1960s and early 1970s, the enforcement trend was toward a
stricter, more formal handling of shoplifters (which would lead to more
arrests of females). In recent years, stores have become less willing to prose-
cute shoplifters (leading to proportionately fewer larceny arrests of females).
In fact, many states now have ““civil recovery” laws that allow store officials
to impose a civil penalty (e.g., return the merchandise and pay a $50 recovery
fee) on apprehended shoplifters instead of arresting or initiating formal
charges against them (Klemke, 1992). In some localities there are even non-
arrest alternatives whereby first-time shoplifters are allowed to participate
in shoplifting prevention programs in place of a formal arrest. At the same
time, the reclassification of a theft from a motor vehicle to a larceny (rather
than a burglary) has increased male larceny arrests. Thus, countervailing
trends in opportunities and enforcement practices brought about a rise in
female larceny arrests in the 1960s but have dampened their arrest gains in
the 1980s.

4.5. The Distorted Link Between Female Employment and
Theft/Fraud Arrests

In her interpretation of UCR arrest trends, Simon (1975, 1991) argues
that an increase in more women in the paid workplace has resulted in more
female employee theft and white-collar crime and, consequently, more arrests
of women for larceny and fraud. {See Darrow (1922) for an earlier statement
of this view.] It is reasonable to assume that at least some proportion of the
increasing number of working women has capitalized on their opportunities
for work-related thefts and frauds, so that employee theft and white-collar
crime involving women are greater today than a decade or two ago. There
is, in this regard, considerable similarity between the current situation and
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that of the late 19th century, when female involvement in domestic theft
(also an occupational crime) was unusually high as a result of work roles
then available to women.

But because the crime categories of larceny and fraud are poor indica-
tors of white-collar offenses, it is a mistake to conclude that recent trends
in female employment have had much of an impact on female arrest trends.
The typical arrestee in these offense categories has committed a nonoccupa-
tional crime such as shoplifting or passing bad checks. Jennifer Watson and
1 recently examined the case files of all arrests for minor property crimes in
an SMSA county in central Pennsylvania for 3 randomly selected months
in each of the years, 1989 and 1990 (Watson, 1993). In both years there
were about 600 minor property crime arrests (i.e., for larceny, fraud, forgery,
and embezzlement). We did not find a single arrest for an occupational
crime in the 1989 data, and only four arrests for an occupational crime in
1990. The latter involved a male and a female arrested for misappropriation
of funds by a local government official, a female arrested for pilfering clothes
from a local department store, and a male arrested for stealing carpentry
tools from his employer. An earlier study conducted in 1981 at the same
site had uncovered only 4 cases of employee theft or fraud, of a total of 311
arrests. Two of these four arrests involved domestic theft by women who
were self-employed as cleaning ladies. Further, we also questioned a number
of police officials responsible for recordkeeping in other localities of Pennsyl-
vania; all agreed that arrests for occupational or employee-type crimes are
infrequent. As one police official noted,

My acquaintances in business are always complaining to me about their
employees stealing from them. I tell them, why don’t you report it, call the police.
They say [that] they prefer to fite them and leave it at that. Less hassle I guess.

Arrests for employee theft or other occupational crimes, therefore, are rare
events. There may be more employee theft by women today than in the past
but that increase cannot be extrapolated from or determined by UCR arrest
statistics. Moreover, UCR data on embezzlement arrests are not of much
value for understanding occupational crime because embezzlement makes
an insignificant contribution to overall occupational crime patterns.
Embezzlement statistics also comprise some amount of nonoccupational
embezzlements (e.g., the club treasurer who embezzles). In addition, accord-
ing to Table I1, the increase in the female percentage of arrests for embezzle-
ment is due entirely to more arrests of juvenile females. The female
percentage of embezzlement arrests has actually declined among adult
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women (ages 18+), who have been most affected by recent employment
trends.®

5. SUMMARY

Three general conclusions can be drawn about recent trends in female
arrests. First, the distribution of offenses for which both males and females
are arrested has changed, but relative to males, the profile of the female
offender has not changed. Second, females made arrest gains (mostly small
gains) in many UCR offense categories but the most significant change in
the female percentage of arrests involves the overall rise in property crime,
especially minor thefts and frauds. Third, female-to-male involvement in
serious or violent crime has held steady since 1960 (FP/A dropped for
homicide, was constant for aggravated assault, and increased slightly for
robbery). Evidence from other sources on crime trends also shows more
stability than change in female crime relative to male crime over the past
several decades.

These patterns parallel those described in earlier analyses that covered
the period of the 1960s and 1970s (Steffensmeier, 1980), with two exceptions.
After holding steady during the 1960s and 1970, the female percentage of
DUI arrests rose sharply during the late 1980s. Second, the female share of
burglary arrests rose more rapidly in the 1980s than in prior decades. As
holds for trends in the FP/A for other crimes, the increase in the FP/A for
burglary can be attributed to the interplay of several factors. These include
a decline in male burglary (due to changes in reporting procedures and to
males selecting drug trafficking as an alternative criminal activity), more
opportunities for female “kinds” of burglary, greater police targeting of

®There also are a number of internal inconsistencies in Simon’s argument. First, according to
Simon and Landis (1991, p. 11), “The economic marginalization thesis would argue that as
women move into more responsible positions, their propensities to commit property offenses
will decline. The data show that the reverse has occurred. There is a positive relationship
between female upward occupational mobility and higher female property crime, especiaily
white-collar, arrest rates.” Leaving aside the “ecological fallacy” problem, Simon and Landis
miss the point of the economic marginalization thesis—that, while occupational mobility has
been achieved by some women, another segment of the female population has encountered
economic marginalization. Simultaneous trends describe women’s economic status, one of
upward mobility and the other of greater economic adversity, Second, the Simon/Landis view
of female upward mobility predicts increases in female atrests for larceny and fraud only, but
the female percentage also rose for burglary and robbery. The latter increases are consistent
with the economic marginalization thesis, since it predicts increases in all the property crimes
(see Steffensmeier and Streifel, 1992). Third, female arrest gains for larceny peaked in the
mid-1970s and have held steady since, despite continued employment gains by females in the
1980s.



434 Steflensmeier

female “co-offenders” to inform on male offenders, declining professionalism
within the ranks of burglary and the underworld more generally, and
increased drug dependency among women.

Gender differences in quantity and quality of crime continue to be
consistent with traditional gender-role expectations, behaviors, and oppor-
tunities. Indeed, substantial changes in the illegitimate activities of women
would be surprising. Attitudes have shifted toward a greater acceptance of
women in the workforce, the combining of career and family, and the gender-
role system favors more individual latitude. But there has been little change
in many aspects of gender roles: in gender-typing in children’s play activities
and play groups (Fagot and Leinbach, 1983; Stoneman et al., 1984 ; Thorne,
1992), in gender differences in conversational styles (Tannen, 1991 ; Weaner-
Davis, 1992), in the kinds of personality characteristics that both men and
women associate with each gender (Maccoby, 1985; Bergen and Williams,
1991), in the expectation that women will be the gatekeepers of male sexual-
ity (Rubin, 1983), in the importance placed on physical attractiveness.of
women and their pressures to conform to an ideal of beauty and /or “femin-
inity” (Mazur, 1986), and in female responsibilities for child-rearing and
nurturing activities such as caring for the sick and the elderly (Himes, 1992).

Female economic participation per se does not necessarily lead to
greater female criminality, just as improved economic opportunities and
higher educational achievement do not lead to greater male criminality. This
does not mean that changes in the family and economy have not had an
impact on female patterns of offending. As noted earlier, recent changes in
the household economy and family have resulted in greater participation of
women in economic production and the public sphere. This greater participa-
tion provides more opportunities for certain kinds of crime. Yet, at the same
time, it leads to fewer familial or private social controls in some aspects of
women’s lives but more legal controls, including arrest and official sanction-
ing. Increases in female arrests in, for example, minor property crime and
driving under the influence reflect those trends. But female arrest trends also
reflect the interplay of other factors outlined earlier, including the greater
economic insecurity of women and the increased opportunities for female-
type property crimes.

These explanations do not exhaust the possible forces shaping female
arrest trends. For example, it is possible that greater numbers of working
women increase crimes by women by contributing to a sense of relative
deprivation among women who are being paid less than their male colleagues
or even among women who are not working outside the home. Viewed this
way, the female employment thesis may converge in some ways with the
economic adversity hypothesis. Another possibility is that, in unknown ways,
the informal social control structures that normally govern female behavior
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have been weakened by recent societal changes. In reverse fashion, Boritch
and Hagan (1990) have argued that an ever-increasing enforcement of infor-
mal middle-class norms of femininity helped to reduce deviance and crime
among working-class women in Toronto in the early part of the 20th century.
(Incidentally, they also report that female crime levels declined at the same
time that female employment levels were rising.)

6. RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

The study of gender and crime has improved dramatically in the decade
of the eighties. We have better and more diverse data sets, more appropriate
analytic techniques, and therefore more conclusive empirical findings. The
debate about female emancipation and female arrest trends has been fruitful
in that it has contributed to alternative explanations that offer both a richer
and probably a more accurate portrait of the phenomenon. These alternative
explanations have fared well in some empirical tests but they still rest on a
good deal of speculation. My recommendations for future inquiry into
female-to-male trends in criminal behavior, particularly arrest trends,
include the following.

1. Less attention to generalities and more to examples. Instead of trying
to generalize about the overall effect, say, of female emancipation or of shifts
in the underworld on female offending, we should look at the effect of each
of these factors on particular forms of crime. Instead of asking whether
female crime has grown in a global sense, we should ask whether specific
kinds of crime have become more common among particular groups of
women and, if so, when and why the change occurred. There is a need to
think more concretely about female arrest trends.

For example, research should consider less obvious links between female
employment and crime, such as the circuitous path by which female employ-
ment gains may contribute to female arrests for fraud and forgery. Employ-
ment enhances the prospects for acquiring credit and securing loans, so that
working women may have greater opportunities to commit credit-based
frauds (see Steffensmeier and Streifel, 1992). This obviously is a very different
causal path than that suggested by Simon.

2. Localized studies of police and court statistics. Studies of local police
and lower-court records are needed to provide both a contextual understand-
ing of the organizational management of crime (including changes in the
law and in enforcement practices) and a detailed breakdown of the kinds
of crime committed by women (and men). At present, we have too little
systematic, qualitative data on the nature of contemporary female offending,
especially as it compares to contemporary male offending or to female
offending in the past. Such studies not only would help overcome a lack of
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knowledge about which sorts of crimes might be subsumed under which
FBI categories but also would provide a baseline for evaluating future trends
in female crime.

3. Background profiles, interviews, and case studies of female arrestees.
Eleanor Miller (1986, p. 5) has noted that those who read the UCR data as
demonstrating the crime-producing effects of female emancipation, did so
because “they were out of touch with who the typical female criminal in
this country is on both a demographic and a personal level.”” Demographic
profiles and case studies of female arrestees are needed to develop a portrait
of female offenders and to describe the nature of their criminal roles and
the circumstances leading to criminal involvement. In particular, we need
to examine whether women and men commit the same types of crime for
similar reasons, and whether those reasons have changed over time. Both
historical and contemporary research suggests that women differ somewhat
in their motivations to commit crimes and the vocabularies they use to justify
their crimes. More so than for men, the law violations of women are often
tied to an emotional relationship to others and the fulfillment of role expecta-
tions within that relationship. Women may use the money gained for per-
sonal excesses, but more often to fulfill a caretaking role or to maintain a
love relationship (Zeitz, 1981; Simon and Landis, 1991; Steffensmeier and
Allan, 1990).

4. Changing ethnic/racial composition of urban areas. There is a need to
tease out statistically the effects of changes in the composition of the U.S.
population on female-to-male arrest trends. For historical and cultural
reasons, female-to-male involvement in some forms of crime (e.g., gang
delinquency, drug dealing, serious property crimes) appears to be somewhat
greater among Blacks and Hispanics than among Whites or Asians (Anglin
et al., 1987; Pennsylvania Crime Commission, 1991). If this is so, then the
disproportionate influx of Blacks and Hispanics into the large urban centers
with high crime rates would tend to increase the female share of offending,
all else equal (Chilton and Datesman, 1986).

5. Trend analysis by race, ethnicity, and class. Along these same lines,
because the effects of the societal changes on female crime described in this
report may vary by class and race, there is a need to conduct trend analyses
of the FP/A by class, race, and ethnicity.

6. Declines in male arrest rates. Male rates have declined over the past
decade or so for some crimes such as burglary and robbery, producing a
higher female share of offending for those crimes. We need a more careful
assessment of why male arrest rates have declined for particular offenses.

7. Sex differences in effects of trends in drug use/addiction. Drugs have
profoundly shaped the contemporary underworld, particularly the street
crimes of the urban underclass. Most studies suggest that female involvement
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in street crimes has been more affected by drug use than male crime. Accord-
ingly, we need research to monitor the effects of drug patterns on female
arrest trends.

8. Changes in productive activities. One of the most important research
needs is to examine how changes in productive activity in American society
have affected the nature of crime opportunities that its citizens encounter.
Females made large arrest gains over the past three decades in the kinds of
nonviolent economic crimes that are likely to continue to grow in significance
as we approach the twenty-first century. Many of these crimes are within
the reach of virtually every American citizen and are conducive to female
involvement. Female-to-male arrest trends are likely to be influenced more
by the nature of crime opportunities characterizing American society than
by changes in female motivations or in the social and economic position of
women. Research on this neglected area of criminology would benefit the
study not only of female criminality but also of male criminality.

9. Diffusion process and widespread involvement. In some areas of devi-
ance (e.g., alcohol, tobacco, drugs), it appears that once involvement has
become widespread, and presumably less deviant, the female percentage of
involvement will increase. In other words, sex ratios of deviance vary inver-
sely with rates of deviance (Ferrence and Whitehead, 1980). In addition,
males tend to be the early participants in new forms of deviance and peak
levels of female involvement lag behind those of males. So, too, many forms
of fraud, minor theft, employee pilferage, and even drug dealing have become
widespread and increasingly diffuse throughout large segments of the popu-
lation. The hypothesis that female arrest gains in some crime categories
reflect a sort of diffusion process appears valid in very general terms and
may be a fruitful area for future research.

10. More cross-cultural and historical research.” There is a need for cross-
cultural and comparative studies that develop appropriate indicators of the
alternative interpretations and assess their relevance for explaining trends
in female-to-male criminality. The few studies that do exist provide overall
support for the framework I have proposed (e.g., Box and Hale, 1984;

A cross-national comparison helps to show how U.S. changes in currency, consumerism, and
so forth have affected the crime opportunities of both sexes, but females more so than males.
The female percentage of arrests for fraud and forgery is much higher in the United States
(roughly 40%) than in the European nations (about 15%), even though the percentage of
women working is as high or higher in those countries. The apparent reason for this difference
is the lag of European nations behind the United States in a credit-based monetary system;
fewer opportunities are thus provided for bad checks, credit card fraud, theft of services, and
so forth. Note, also, that many of the European countries are moving toward a monetary
system that is credit-driven, so that we would expect the percentage of female arrests for fraud
and forgery to rise during the 1990s in European nations.
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Steffensmeier et al., 1989 ; Steffensmeier and Streifel, 1992). However, com-
parative research in this area will continue to be a formidable task because
of the difficulty of locating time-series data not only on crime trends but
also on suitable measures of alternative explanations.

11. Multifaceted approach to gender roles. There is both change and
stability in gender roles, depending on which aspect of women’s status is
considered. The argument that the economic and occupational roles of
women are rapidly changing, and that the changes have substantially affected
female-to-male criminality, ignores other structures of male domination and
the ways in which gender and gender relations structure social life. Gender
is constructed not simply by roles but also by power relations (Daly and
Chesney-Lind, 1988 ; Ferree, 1990; Mason 1986). Our inquiry or understand-
ing of the relationship between crime and gender roles will yield different
interpretations depending on how gender is conceptualized.

12. Multivariate framework and more theoretical development. At both
the macro- and the microlevel, we need to place female arrest/crime trends
within a broad multivariate framework. I have attempted to show how,
through what mechanisms, some large-scale societal changes have influenced
female-to-male arrest trends. More effort to unbundle and then tie together
the alternative forces that are driving female arrest trends should help to
integrate and make sense of the findings we already have as well as point
the way toward new possibilities. That effort would also contribute to a
better understanding of male criminality.

REFERENCES

Alder, F. (1975). Sisters in Crime, McGraw-Hiil, New York.

Allan, E., and Steffensmeier, D. (1989). Youth, underemployment, and property crime: Effects
of the quantity and the quality of job opportunities on juvenile and young adult arrest
rates. Am. Sociol. Rev. 54: 107-123.

Alleman, T. (1993). Varieties of feminist thought and their application to crime and criminal
justice. In Muraskin, R., and Alleman, T. (eds.), t’s a Crime: Women and Justice, Regents/
Prentice-Hall, Englewood Cliffs, NJ, pp. 1-42.

Anglin, D, Hser, Y., and McGlothlin, W. (1987). Sex differences in addict careers. Am. J. Drug
Alcohol Abuse 13: 59-71.

Austin, R. (1982). Women’s liberation and increases in minor, major, and occupational offen-
ses. Criminology 20: 407-430.

Bergen, D., and Williams, J. (1991). Sex stereotypes in the United States revisited: 1972-1988.
Sex Roles 24: 413-423.

Bianci, S., and Spain, D. (1986). American Women in Transition, Russell Sage Foundation,
New York.

Bishop, C. (1931). Women and Crime, Chatto and Windus, London.

Boritch, H., and Hagan, J. (1990). A century of crime in Toronto: Gender, class, and patterns
of social control, 1859 to 1955. Criminology 28: 567-599.



Female Arrest Trends, 1960-1990 439

Box, S., and Hale, C. (1984). Liberation/emancipation, economic marginalization, or less
chivalry: The relevance of three theoretical arguments to female crime patterns in England
and Wales, 1951-1980. Criminology 22: 473-98.

Browne, A. (1992). Violence against women. JAMA 267: 3184-3195.

Chesney-Lind, M. (1986). Women and crime: The female offender. Signs 12: 78-96.

Covington, J. (1985). Gender differences in criminality among heroin users. J. Res. Crime
Deling. 22 329-353.

Curry, G. D. (1993). National Assessment of Law Enforcement Anti-Gang Information
Resources, Evaluation Report, U.S. Department of Justice, National Institute of Justice,
Washington, DC.

Dabelko, D., and Sheak, R. (1992). Employment, subemployment and feminization of poverty.
Sociol. Viewpoints 8: 31-66.

Daly, K. (1989). Gender and varieties of white collar crime. Criminology 27: 769-94.

Daly, K., and Chesney-Lind, M. (1988). Feminism and criminology. Just. 0. 5: 497-538.

Darrow, C. (1922). Crime: Its Causes and Treatment, Patterson-Smith, ; Montclair, NJ.

Elliott, D., Ageton, S., and Huizinga, D. (1987). Social correlates of delinquent behavior.
Unpublished paper.

Fagot, B., and Leinbach, M. (1983). Play styles in early childhood: Social consequences for
boys and girls. In Liss, M. (ed.), Social and Cognitive Skills: Sex Roles and Children’s
Play, Academic Press, New York, pp. 93-116.

Ferree, M. (1990). Beyond separate spheres: Feminism and family research. J. Marriage Family
52: 866-884.

Ferrence, R., and Whitehead, P. (1980). Sex differences in psychoactive drug use. In Kalant,
O. (ed.), Alcohol and Drug Problems in Women, Plenum, New York, pp. 125-201.

Greenfeld, L. (1992). Prisons and prisoners in the United States, 1925-90, Bureaun of Justice
Statistics, U.S. Department of Justice, Washington, DC.

Greenfeld, L., and Minor-Harper, S. (1991). Women in prison, Bureau of Justice Statistics,
Special Report, U.S. Department of Justice, Washington, DC.

Giordano, P., Kerbel, S., and Dudley, S. (1981). The economics of female criminality: An
analysis of police blotters, 1890-1976. In Bowker, L. H. (ed.), Women and Crime in
America, Macmillan, New York, pp. 65-81.

Himes, C. (1992). Future caregivers: Projected family structures of older persons. J. Gerontol.
47: 517-526.

Inciardi, J., Lockwook, D., and Pottieger, A. (1993). Women and Crack-Cocaine, Macmillan,
New York.

James, J., Gosho, C., and Wobhl, R. (1979). The relationship between female criminality and
drug use. Int. J. Addict. 14: 215-229.

Jankowski, M. (1991). Islands in the Street: Gangs and American Urban Society, University of
California Press, Berkeley,

Kitson, G., and Morgan, L. (1990). The multiple consequences of divorce: A decade review.
J. Marriage Family 52: 913-924,

Klemke, L. (1992). The Sociology of Shoplifting: Boosters and Snitches Today, Praeger,
Westport, CT.

Lindquist, J. (1988). Misdemeanor Crime: Trivial Criminal Pursuit, Sage, Newbury Park, CA.

Lueptow, L., and Garovich, L. (1992). The persistence of sex sterectypes amid the reconstruc-
tion of women’s role. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the American Sociological
Association, Pittsburgh, PA.

Maccoby, E. (1985). Social groupings in childhood: Their relationship to prosocial and antiso-
cial behavior in boys and girls. In Olweus, D., Block, J., and Radke-Yarrow, M. (eds.),
Development of Antisocial and Prosocial Behavior: Theories, Research and Issues, Academic
Press, New York.



440 Steffensmeier

Mason, K. (1986). The status of women : Conceptual and methodological issues in demographic
studies. Sociol. Forum 1: 284-300.

Mazur, A. (1986). U.S. trends in feminine beauty and overadaptation. J. Sex Res. 22: 281-303.

McCormack, A. (1985). Risk for alcohol-related accidents in divorced and separated women.
J. Stud. Alcohol 46: 240-243.

Miller, E. (1986). Street Women, Temple University Press, Philadelphia.

Miller, W. (1973). The molls. Sociery 11: 32-35.

Parmele, M. (1918). Criminology. Macmillan, New York.

Pennsylvania Crime Commission (1991). 1990 Report—Organized Crime in Pennsylvania: A
Decade of Change, Commonwealth of Pennsylvania.

Rossi, P., Waite, E., Bose, C., and Berk, R. (1974). The seriousness of crimes: Normative
structure and individual differences. Am. Sociol. Rev. 39: 224-237.

Rubin, L. (1983). Intimate Strangers: Men and Women Together, Harper & Row, New York.

Shore, E. R., McCoy, M., Toonen, T., and Kuntz, E. (1988). Arrest of women for driving
under the influence. J. Stud. Alcohol 49: 7-10.

Shover, N. (1991). Burglary. In Tonry, M. (ed.), Crime and Justice: A Review of Research,
University of Chicago Press, Chicago, pp. 73-114.

Silverman, 1., Vega, M., and Gray, L. A. (1976). Female criminality in a southern city: a
comparison over the decade 1962-1972. Paper presented at the annual meeting of the
American Society of Criminology, Tucson, AZ.

Simon, R. (1975). The Contemporary Woman and Crime, National Institute of Mental Health,
Washington, DC.

Simon, R., and Landis, J. (1991). The Crimes Women Commit, the Punishments They Receive,
Lexington Books, Lexington, MA.

Steffensmeier, D. (1978). Crime and the contemporary woman: an analysis of changing levels
of female property crime, 1960-75. Soc. Forces 57: 566-584.

Steffensmeier, D. (1980). Sex differences in patterns of adult crime, 1965-77: A review and
assessment. Soc. Forces 58: 1080-1108.

Steffensmeier, D. (1983). Organization properties and sex-segregation in the underworid : Build-
ing a sociological theory of sex differences in crime. Soc. Forces 61: 1010-1032.

Steffensmeier, D. (1986). The Fence: In the Shadow of Two Worlds, Rowman & Littlefield,
Lanham, MD.

Steffensmeier, D., and Allan, E. (1988). Sex disparities in arrests by residence, race, and age:
An assessment of the gender convergence/crime hypothesis. Just. Q. 5: 53-80.

Steffensmeier, D., and Allan, E. (1990). Gender, age, and crime. In Sheley, J. (ed.), Handbook
of Contemporary Criminology, Macmillan, New York.

Steffensmeier, D., and Cobb, M. (1981). Sex differences in urban arrest patterns, 1934-79. Soc.
Problems 29: 37-50.

Steffensmeier, D., and Streifel, C. (1992). Time-series analysis of the female percentage of
arrests for property crimes, 1960-85: A test of alternative explanations. Just. Q. 9: 77-103.

Steffensmeier, D., and Terry, R. (1986). Institutional sexism in the underworld: A view from
the inside. Sociol. Ing. 56: 304-323.

Steffensmeier, D., Allan, E. and Streifel, C. (1989). Development and female crime: A cross-
national test of alternative explanations. Soc. Forces 68: 263-283.

Stoneman, A., Brody, G., and MacKinnon, C. (1984). Naturalistic observations of children’s
activities and roles while playing with their siblings and friends. Child Dev. 55: 617-627.

Streifel, C. (1989). Cross-Sectional Analysis of the Female Percentage of Arrests, Ph.D. disserta-
tion, The Pennsylvania State University, University Park.

Tannen, D. (1991). You Just Don’t Understand: Women and Men in Conversations, Morrow,
New York.



Female Arrest Trends, 1960-1990 441

Thorne, B. (1992). Gender Play: Girls and Boys in School, Rutgers University Press, New
Brunswick, NJ.

U.S. Department of Justice (1960-1992). Uniform Crime Reports, U.S. Government Printing
Office, Washington, DC.

Visher, C. (1983). Police arrest decisions, and notions of chivalry. Social Problems 21: 5-23.

Watson, J. (1993). Gender Differences in Crime and Disposition in Pennsylvania Lower-Courts,
Undergraduate Honors Thesis, Sociology Department, The Pennsylvania State University,
University Park.

Weaner-Davis, M. (1992). Divorce-Busting, Summit Books, New York.

Weisburd, D., Wheeler, S., Waring, E., and Bode, N. (1991). Crimes of the Middle Classes:
White-Collar Offenders in the Federal Courts, Yale University Press, New Haven, CT.

Wells-Parker, E., Pang, M., Anderson, B. J., McMillan, D., and Miller, D. (1991). DUI
offenders: A comparison to male counterparts and an examination of the effects of inter-
vention of women’s recidivism rates. J. Stud. Alcohol 52: 142-147.

Wolfe, N., Cullen, F., and Cullen, J. (1984). Describing the female offender: A note on the
demographics of arrest. J. Crim. Just. 12: 483-492.

Wolfgang, M., Figlio, R, Tracy, P., and Singer, S. (1985). The National Survey of Crime
Severity, U.S. Department of Justice, Bureau of Justice Statistics, Washington, DC.
Zeitz, D. (1981). Women Who Embezzle or Defraud. A Study of Convicted Felons, Praeger,

New York.



