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Homicide by Juvenile Girls 

Ann B. Loper, Ph.D., 1 and Dewey G. Cornell, Ph.D. 2 

We investigated offense characteristics for a national sample o f  38, 749 
homicide arrestees identtfied in the FBI Supplemental Homicide Reports for 
1984 and 1993. Analyses indicated little change from 1984 to 1993 in the 
circumstances of  homicides committed by adolescent girls; however, there were 
consistent offense differences between girls and boys, and between girls and 
women. Homicides by adolescent girls were more likely than those committed 
by boys to involve interpersonal conflict rather than a criminal motive such as 
robbery. Girls were more likely than boys to use a knife rather than a firearm and 
their victims were more likely to be under the age of 13 years. Compared to women 
(18 years or older), girls were more likely to act with an accomplice and their 
victims were more likely to be female and between 13 and 20years of  age. Results 
were inconsistent with a stereotypic masculinization theory of  the increase in female 
violence, but provide indirect support for the importance of domestic stress and 
relational conflict oTedenced by adolescent girls. Overal~ this study supports the 
need for differentiated study of  violence by juvenile girls, and for preventive 
interventions which target d o ~  and interpersonal stress. 
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Violent behavior by adolescents girls is a controversial and sensitive sub- 
ject. Violent crimes committed by female offenders receive disproportionate 
media attention and generate public concern that female adolescent violence 
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is increasing (Cbesney-Lind, 1993). Critics question reports that violence by 
adolescent girls is on the rise, and contend that depictions of female violence 
are routinely biased and exaggerated (Chesney-Lind, 1987; Naffine, 1987). 
From this perspective, it is noteworthy that national arrest statistics indicate 
substantial increases in violent crime committed by female juveniles (age 17 
or younger) between 1984 and 1993. Of particular interest is a 78% increase 
in homicide arrests. The purpose of the present study is to investigate the 
apparent increase in violent crime by adolescent girls, specifically by exam- 
ining offense characteristics which distinguish homicide committed by ado- 
lescent girls from two other groups, boys and adult women. 

The Uniform Crime Reports (UCR) of the Federal Bureau of Investi- 
gation (FBI) contain annual arrest data obtained from over 16,000 police 
agencies across the United States. Although arrest statistics have well-known 
limitations in measuring the true incidence of violent crimes, many of which 
go unreported or fail to result in an arrest (Biderman, 1991), they are useful 
in indicating major offense trends. To place gender differences in perspec- 
tive, UCR data indicate that females (juvenile and adult) commit only a 
small fraction of violent crimes; in 1993 about 13% of all violent crimes and 
9% of homicides. Female juveniles commit an even smaller percentage of 
all violent crimes; only 2% of violent crimes and 1% of homicides. 

There is UCR evidence that homicides by female juveniles arc increas- 
ing, but this increase also must be placed in perspective. Homicide increased 
78% for juvenile girls, which is a dramatic increase compared to the 11% 
decline among women, but is dwarfed by the much larger 177% increase 
for juvenile boys (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 1994). In 1993, homicides 
by boys outnumbered those of the girls by a ratio of about 16 to 1. 

What factors are associated with female juvenile homicide? Case stud- 
ies of homicide by girls frequently describe familial killings, often in 
association with the subject's history of physical or sexual abuse, parental 
neglect, and related psychological disturbance (Ewing, 1990; Heide, 1992; 
Mones, 1991). Ewing noted a pattern of homicide involving unwed teenage 
mothers and their newborn infants. Typical features included impoverish- 
ment, fear of social reprisal, and an inability to identify alternative 
solutions. Ewing has also observed that girls are more likely than boys to 
act with an accomplice in an intrafamilial homicide. Although most intra- 
familial killings are single-offender incidents, a small proportion involve 
multiple offenders. In a majority of these cases the victim is related to a 
female, rather than male offender (Rowiey, Ewing, & Singer, 1987). 

Early theoretical notions concerning gender and violence focused on 
the inherent link between masculinity and aggression (Naffine, 1987). 
Based on this view, Adler (1975) predicted -that as women became more 
"liberated," they would engage in increased crime and mascufine-like vio- 
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lence. Despite criticism on both theoretical and empirical grounds (Camp- 
bell, 1981; Chesney-Lind, 1987; Naffine, 1987), this view persists. Headlines 
such as "Girls are muscling in on the bully act," (Peterson, 1993), '~,re 
girls getting meaner than boys?" (Jones, 1994), and "Girl's violence chill- 
ingly familiar," (Kresnak, 1994) highlight the seeming masculinization of 
female juvenile offenders, and attest that the "masculinity" hypothesis is 
alive and well. This theory would lead to the hypothesis that homicides by 
adolescent girls have become increasingly similar to those by boys. 

Recently, Campbell (1993) proposed a psychological/developmental 
origin for gender variation in aggression: men disproportionately commit 
aggression to satisfy instrumental goal-directed needs, while women aggress 
to satisfy internal emotional expressive needs. This division resembles a 
distinction proposed by Cornell, Benedek, and Benedek (1987) between 
juveniles who commit homicide in reaction to a conflict or dispute (conflict 
group) and those who commit homicide in conjunction with another crime 
(crime group). Extrapolating from Campbell's model, girls would be pre- 
dicted to commit relatively more conflict-related homicide and boys 
relatively more crime-related homicide. 

Comparisons between juvenile and adult offenders indicate that juve- 
niles are more likely than adults to use a handgun, and to act with an ac- 
complice (Coruell, 1993). Rowley et al. (1987) reported that juveniles were 
more likely than adults to engage in extrafamilial homicides. However, com- 
parisons of juveniles and adults are weighted heavily with males, and it is 
not clear if such generational distinctions would apply to female offenders. 

We investigated homicide patterns associated with juvenile girls by ex- 
amining the annual Supplemental Homicide Reports collected by the FBL 
These data are separate from the Uniform Crime Reports (Federal Bureau 
of Investigation, 1994), and contain demographic and offense information not 
found in the UCR database. We addressed three major questions: (a) Has 
there been a change in the characteristics of homicides committed by juvenile 
girls between 1984 and 19937 C ~ ) Are there characteristic differences between 
homicides committed by juvenile girls and boys? (c) Are there characteristic 
differences between homicides committed by juvenile girls and women? 

METHOD 

We obtained raw data sets of the unpublished Supplemental Homicide 
Report for 1984 and 1993. These data sets include arrest data for 16,574 
and 22,175 murder and non-negligent manslaughter incidents in 1984 and 
1993, respectively. Data were organized according to homicide incidents 
which could include one or more victims and one or more offenders. In- 
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cidents were reported by law enforcement agencies in all 50 states, Puerto 
Rico, American Samoa, and Guam. Submission of information for the Sup- 
plemental Homicide Reports by agencies is voluntary and complete data 
were not available for every incident. 

Data included 36,207 incidents involving a single individual offender 
and 4510 incidents which included multiple offenders; 39,336 homicides in- 
volved a single victim, while 1351 included multiple victims. In order to 
maintain casewise independence, we used CorneU's (1993) procedure: the 
first listed victim was included in all cases; for incidents with multiple of- 
fenders, the first listed juvenile was selected. Only juveniles between the 
ages of 10 and 17 were included. 

Three comparisons were made: (a) juvenile girls in 1984 versus 1993; 
Co) juvenile girls versus juvenile boys in 1993; and (c) juvenile girls versus 
women in 1993. Each analysis examined the race, gender, and age of the 
victim and offender, presence of accomplices, weapon used by the offender, 
relationship of the victim to offender (family member, acquaintance, or 
stranger), and circumstances of the offense (crime-related or conflict-re- 
lated). Univariate effects were evaluated with the Chi-square statistic to 
test statistical significance. Contingency coefficients (C) were used to esti- 
mate effect size or the magnitude of statistically significant effects. Effect 
sizes are classified as small if C = .10, medium if C = .287, and large if 
C = .447 (Cohen, 1988). Cumulative multivariate effects of statistically sig- 
nificant variables were examined by logistic regression. 

RESULTS 

Comparison of Juvenile Girls in 1984 and 1993 

From 1984 to 1993 the annual number of juvenile female homicide of. 
fenders reported in the Supplemental Homicide Reports increased from 99 
to 121 cases. In contrast, juvenile male offenders increased from 633 to 1939 
cases. The association between gender and year was statistically significant, 
Z 2 (1, N = 2792) = 43.55, p <.001, C = .12. Among juvenile offenders, 
there were proportionately fewer females in 1993 (6%) than in 1984 (14%). 

Among female offenders, the association between age (adult/juvenile) 
and year (1984/1993) also was significant, Z 2 (1, N = 3119) = 7.21, p < 
.01, C = .05. Homicides by female adults declined from 1576 to 1323. Rela- 
tive to women, girls committed a slightly greater proportion of homicide 
offenses in 1993 (8%) than in 1984 (6%). 

There were no significant changes between 1984 and 1993 in the dis- 
tribution of offense characteristics, offender characteristics, or victim 
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characteristics, with one exception. Homicide victim,~ of adolescent girls 
were more likely to be of a different race in 1993 (12%) than in 1984 
(4%), Z 2 (1, N = 220) = 4.11, p < .05, C = .14. 

Inspection of the 1993 data revealed several common offense patterns 
among adolescent girls. Approximately one-third of the homicide incidents 
were directed toward family members. These intrafamilial killings most fre- 
quently targeted infant offspring of the offender (20 of 37 incidents) or a 
parent (4 matricides, 5 patricides). Formal weapons (e.g. a knife, handgun) 
were not used in infanticides: all of the infant victims were killed either 
by overpowerment (e.g. beating, strangulation, drowning) or by unknown 
means. Parents, by contrast, were killed either by a firearm (4 of 9 inci- 
dents) or a knife (5 incidents). 

There was a noteworthy association between homicide weapon and vic- 
tim age. When girls used a firearm, the most likely target was someone 
older: an adult over 20 years (23 of 39 firearm incidents) or a young adult 
between 18 and 21 (9 incidents). In contrast, when girls used physical over- 
powerment or unknown means, the most likely victim was under 1 year of 
age (29 of 34 incidents), Z 2 (20, N = 119) = 117.73, p < .001; C = .71. 

Another offense pattern involved homicides of peers, i.e., acquaintance 
victims ages 13 to 20. In these 1008 cases (49% of the total juvenile homi- 
cides) boys were the predominant offender (94%). Most of the 65 homicides 
in which girls targeted adolescent peers were committed as a result of an 
interpersonal conflict (89%) rather than in conjunction with a crime (11%). 
Girls involved an accomplice in approximately 26% of the peer-victim cases. 
Typically girls used either a firearm (37%) or a knife (48%) to overcome a 
peer victim. Using the SHR typology, victims were predominately classified 
as acquaintances (54%), friends (17%), or boyfriends (14%). 

Comparison of Juvenile Girls and Boys in 1993 

Univariate Ar~!yses 

Homicide offense characteristics of 121 girls and 1939 boys were con- 
trasted in a series of Chi-square analyses, summarized in ~hble 1. There 
were moderate effect size differences between boys and girls for weapon 
type and age of victim. Small, but significant effect size differences were 
found for the race of offender, type of homicide, offender relationship to 
the victim, and whether the victim was of the same gender as the offender. 

The association between gender and racial/ethnic status was signifi- 
cant; Z 2 (3, N = 2060) = 35.26, p < .001, C = .13. Approximately 65% 
of the boy offenders were African-Americans, compared to 55% of the girls. 
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Proportionately more boys (14%) than girls (3%) were Hispanic, and more 
girls (39%) than boys (19%) were non-Hispanic white. 

Boys were more likely to kill victims of the same gender (86%) than 
were girls (42%), an association which was statistically si~,nificant, Z 2 (1, N 
= 2060) = 151.48,p < .001, C = .26. There were also substantial differences 
in victim age, Z 2 (3, N = 2047)= 274.90, p < .001, C = .34. Most notably, 
24% of the girls' victims were under the age of 3, in contrast to less than 
1% of the boys' victims. The association between gender and offender-victim 
relationship also was significant, Z 2 (2, N = 1811) = 89.51, p < .001, C = 
.22. Victims of homicides by girls were more often family members (32%) 
than strangers (10%). In contrast, 8% of the boys' victims were family mem- 
bers and 36% were strangers. The association between weapon choice and 
gender was statistically significant, Z 2 (5, N = 2060) = 222.26, p < .001, 
with a moderate effect size of .31. Boys used firearms in 83% of their homi- 
cide incidents (67% used a handgun); in contrast, 32% of girls used a firearm 
(23% handgun). Somewhat surprisingly, girls were relatively more likely than 
boys to use a knife--35% for girls versus 8% for boys. 

The association between gender and accomplice staW_s (presence or ab- 
sence of another offender) was significant, Z 2 (1, N = 2060) = 12.91, p < 
.01, C = .08. Boys acted with an accomplice in 41% of their homicides, 
whereas girls acted with an accomplice in only 25% of cases. 

Circumstances of the homicide were classified as crime-related (e.g. 
burglary, robbery) or as conflict-related (dispute with the victim). Most of 
the homicides committed by girls were conflict-related (79%); however, most 
homicides by boys were crime-related (57%). These gender differences were 
statistically significant, Z 2 (1, N = 1540) = 41.93, p < .001, C = .16. 

Data were inspected to determine whether girls were more frequently 
involved in intrafamilial multiple-offender homicides, as reported by others 
(Ewing, 1990; Rowley et. al., 1987). There were 14 incidents in which a ju- 
venile had an accomplice in an intrafamilial killing. In 11 incidents, the ac- 
complices were exclusively other family members. Juvenile boys were more 
frequently related to the victim (10 incidents) than were the girls (4 incidents). 

Logistic Regression Analysis 

All statistically significant univariate effects were included in a logistic 
regression analysis predicting offender gender. The purpose of this analysis 
was to determine the nonredundant predictive information contained in 
the previous univariate gender analyses. Categorical variables were col- 
lapsed to eliminate small cell sizes. Race/ethnic status was reduced to white 
and non-white categories. Weapon type included firearm, knife, and other 
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Predictor B Wald (B/SE) a Odds Ratio b 

Use of firearm -.87 20.23"* .42 
Use of knife 1.19 34.88"* 3.29 
Crime-related homicide -.76 19.85"* .47 
Victim under 13 years .78 4.47* 2.19 
Same-sezx victim -1.01 52.16'* .36 

aFor all effects, df ffi 1. 
bOdds ratios represent the likelihood of a female offender. 
*p < .05. **p < .00001. 

weapon (blunt object, hands, other weapon). Victim age was divided into 
three categories: under 13 years, 13-20 years, and 21 years and over. 

Logistic regression analysis requires complete data for each variable, 
which reduced the sample from 2063 to 1403 cases. Comparison of the in- 
cluded and excluded cases revealed that boys had more missing information 
than girls on offender-victim relationship and homicide type. In order to 
investigate potential sampling bias associated with these two variables, three 
follow-up logistic regression models were conducted in addition to the full 
model which employed all variables. E~ch follow-up model eliminated one 
or both of the variables in question. These follow-up analyses were highly 
consistent and produced similar patterns of significant findings. Copies of 
the follow-up models are available from the authors upon request. 

Results of the full model logistic regression are presented in lhble 2. 
For variables with more than two values, each category was contrasted with 
all other categories (deviation contrast procedure). Type of weapon, age of 
victim, and offender-victim gender were significant predictors of gender; 
race of the offender, offender-victim race, and accomplice status were not 
significant in this model. 

The use of a firearm reduced the odds to .42 that the offender was a 
girl, p < .001; use of a knife, by contrast, increased odds by a factor of 
3.29, p < .001. Involvement in a crime-related homicide, rather than a con- 
flict-related incident, reduced the odds that the offender was female to .47, 
p < .001. The odds that the offender was a girl were increased by a factor 
of 2.19 if the victim was under 13 years of age, p < .05. A victim of the 
same sex reduced the odds that the offender was female by nearly one- 
third, odds ratio = .36, p < .001. 

In summary, offenses committed by girls were more likely than those 
committed by boys to be characterized by the use of a knife, involvement 
in conflict (rather than crime), a victim under the age of 13, and a victim 
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of the opposite gender. Conversely, offenses committed by boys were more 
likely to be characterized by the use of a firearm, crime-involvement, and 
a victim of the same gender. 

Comparison of Girls and Women in 1993 

Univariate Analyses 

A comparison of homicide offense characteristics of 121 girls and 1323 
women (over 17 years) is summarized in "Bible I. There were no significant 
differences in the number of victims, the race of the offender, or the com- 
bination of victim and offender race. 

There was a substantial difference between the ages of the victims of 
girls and women, Z 2 (3, N - 1431) -- 135.62, p < .001, C -- 0.29. The vast 
majority of women's victims were at least 21 years of age (80%), but only 
44% of the girls' victims were this old. "I~,venty-nine percent of the girls' 
victims, in contrast to 5% of the women's victims, were between 13 and 
20 years. The relationships of girls and women to their victims also differed, 
Z 2 (2, N = 1388) = 9.38, p < .01, C = .08. Victims of women were family 
members and strangers in 44% and 5% of the incidents, respectively;, vic- 
tims of girls were family members and strangers in 32% and 10% of the 
homicides, respectively. There were significant differences in victim gender, 
Z 2 (1, N = 1444) = 23.52, p <..001, C = .13. There were female victims 
in 22% of the adult offenses and in 42% of the homicides committed by 
girls. 

Although the vast majority of homicide cases involved a single of- 
fender, girls (25%) were more likely than women (9%) to act with an 
accomplice, Z L (1, N = 1444) = 32.82, p < .001), C = .15. Girls (23%) 
were less likely than women (40%) to use a handgun, Z 2 (5, N = l~4A.) = 
14.57, p < .05, C = .10. The majority of homicides committed by both 

Table 3. Logistic Regression Analysis: Prediction of Age Status (juvenile 
or adult) in Female Homicide Offenders in 1993 

Predictor B Wald (B/SE)" Odds Ratio b 

Single offender --.94 31.57"** .39 
Victim 13-20 years 1.14 17.53"* 3.12 
Victim 21 years or more -1.28 29.92*** .28 
Same-sex victim .43 9.35* 1.54 

aFor all effects, df = 1. 
bOdds ratios represent the likelihood of a female offender. 
*p < .05. **p < .00001. ***p < .00001. 



Homicide by Juvenile Girls 33:3 

women and girls were conflict-related; however, girls (21%) were more 
likely than women (13%) to commit crime-related homicides, X2 (1, N = 
997) - 3.81, p < .05, C = .06. 

Logistical Regression Analysis 

Once again~ all significant univariate effects were included in a logis- 
tical regression analysis. Inspection of the data revealed more incomplete 
information for the girls than for the women on homicide-type and of_ 
fender-victim relationship. As was the case in the comparison of the girls 
and boys, this prompted an analysis of multiple models, each of which 
eliminated one or both variables. As no substantial differences were de- 
tected, the full model with all variables is presented here (see "Ihble 3). 

Age of the victim, the presence of an accompfice, and the gender of 
the victim showed a significant relatiomhip to juvenile status (juvenile or 
adult). Weapon type, homicide type, and offender-victim relationship, 
though significant in univariate analyses, were not significant at the multi- 
variate level. Likelihood odds were reduced by nearly one-third (.39) that 
the offender was a girl if a homicide involved a single offender rather than 
an accomplice (p < .001). If the victim was over 20 years, the odds that 
the offender was a girl rather than a woman were reduced by nearly one- 
fourth, odds ratio = .28, p < .001. If the victim was between 13 and 20 
years, however, the odds increased that the offender was a girl by a factor 
of 3.12, p < .001. A slight increase in the odds that the offender was a 
girl was observed if the victim was another female, odds ratio = 1.56, p < 
.05. ~hken together, these results indicate that the likelihood that an of- 
fender was a girl are substantially increased if the incident involved 
multiple-offenders, included victims between 13 and 20 years, or involved 
female victims. In contrast, the odds that an offender was a woman were 
substantially enhanced in events which involved a single-offender, male vic- 
tim, or victim over 20 years old. 

DISCUSSION 

Homicides committed by girls differed systematically from those com- 
mitted by boys. Contrary to the masculinization theory of female violence, 
girls who killed did not resemble their male counterparts. Boys were dis- 
tinguished by their predominant use of a firearm, greater involvement in 
criminal activity, and tendency to target individuals like themselves--other 
adolescent boys. In contrast, girls were far less likely to use a firearm and 
more often used a knife. Nearly 80% of the homicides by girls reflected 
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interpersonal conflict, often with family members, rather than the commis- 
sion of some other crime such as robbery. In addition, a substantial portion 
of the victim.q were infants under 3 years old. These findings provide indi- 
rect support for Campbell's (1993) notion that aggression by boys is more 
strongly related to instrumental needs, while girls are motivated by emo- 
tional and expressive needs. Results are also consistent with Sommers and 
Baskin's (1993) conclusion that violent assaults by female offenders tend 
to be impulsive rather than planned, and are often committed in retaliation 
for perceived injustice. 

Contrary to the pattern noted by Rowley et al. (1987) in their inspec- 
tion of 1984 Supplemental Homicide Data, girls did not outnumber boys 
in including an accomplice in homicide of a family member. In 10 of the 
14 intrafamilial multiple offender homicides committed by juveniles, the 
family member perpetrator was a boy. The majority of intrafamflial homi- 
cides by girls were single-offender incidents which almost exclusively 
victimized either the offender's parents or children. These results accent 
the potency of parent-child relational stress in intrafamilial homicides by 
girls. 

Contrary to the boys, girls used a firearm in less than one third of 
their offenses. Inspection of patterns suggests that firearms are chosen as 
"equalizers" against more powerful antagonists. In over 80% of the in- 
stances in which girls used a firearm, the victim was an older individual. 
A firearm was used in 4 of the 9 parental homicides. By contrast, there 
were no instances of a firearm being used by a girl to kill a child under 
10 years old. 

Comparisons of girls in 1984 and 1993 revealed no substantial change 
in the pattern of crimes committed. Contrary to some media stereotypes 
of a new female offender, girls who committed homicides in 1993 and 1984 
did not differ in their use of weapons, involvement in other crimes, or vic- 
timization of strangers. The stereotype of girls becoming gun-toting robbers 
was not supported. The dramatic increase in gnn-related homicides by ju- 
veniles reported by Cornel  (1993) applies to boys but not girls. 

There were noteworthy differences between girls and women. Com- 
pared to their adult counterparts, girls more frequently acted with an 
accomplice and targeted other adolescent girls. However, girls and women 
were similar in that their homicides primarily involved interpersonal con- 
flicts with familiar victims. The pattern of homicides for girls was essentially 
distinct from both boys and women, not easily lumped with either group. 

There were few race differences. Offender race was not a significant 
predictor of either gender or juvenile status. In the comparison of girls and 
women, race was not significantly associated with juvenile status at either 
a univariate or multivariate level. A significant association between gender 
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and race observed in one uuivariate comparison was not maintained in the 
multivariate analysis. 

Arrest data for homicide are not equivalent to the actual incidence of 
homicide, but they are useful in indicating general trends. Homicide arrests 
are more reliable than arrests for other crimes because homicides are more 
likely to be detected and have higher clearance rates than other violent 
crimes (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 1994). In addition, there is less 
latitude in deciding whether to charge homicide offenders. 

Arrest data from Supplemental Homicide Reports are not as complete 
a national record as the Uniform Crime Reports, but UCR data are col- 
lected in summary form and are not amenable to casewise analysis. Agencies 
may fail to submit Supplemental Homicide Reports because of time and 
financial constraints. Nonetheless, the Supplemental Homicide Reports pro- 
vide the largest available source of information on homicide cases. 

In addition to statistical significance, it is important to evaluate the 
effect size of group differences. Most of the findings in this study were of 
moderate magnitude, using Cohen's (1988) classification. Although these 
effects were moderate from a statistical vantage point, their social impli- 
cations can be important. Prevention and treatment programs for juvenile ~ 
violence usually are predicated on the most likely offenders--boys. Such 
programs, however, may not be appropriate for gifts whose violence dis- 
proportionately reflects disputes and domestic stress. For example, the 
disproportionate killing of young children, principally infants Under 3 years, 
is likely linked to the burden of teenage pregnancies and pressures of par- 
enting. 

The present results support research aimed specifically at better un- 
derstanding violence by girls. For example, why are girls so much less likely 
to use a firearm and more likely to use a knife than boys? Is the lower 
homicide rate among girls attributable in part to their use of less lethal 
weapons? If, as Campbell (1993) suggests, violence in girls represents ex- 
pressive emotional turmoil, prevention programs for girls should be geared 
to teach coping skills or to alter stress-producing life circumstances, such 
as teenage parenting or familial conflict. 
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