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PREFACE 

This study grew out of personal questions concerning 

the operation of the juvenile court system in the United 

States. The tremendous increase in official juvenile crime 

rates is overwhelming, and causes one to wonder whether 

current statistics accurately reflect existing criminal 

activity. The labeling perspective suggests that the in

crease in official rates is due, in part, to methods adopted 

by social control agents in selecting out certain individuals 

as delinquent. This study examines some traditionally

proposed variables which may affect the proba tion officer 

decision-making process. 

S~veral individuals have been particul arly helpful 

in providing ideas and critical insights leading toward 

the improvement of this thesis. Special thanks go to 

Bill Doerner, Dave Bertram and Dana McKenzie for their 

support, encouragement and thoughtful suggestions. 
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

From its inception, criminology has dealt with a 

variety of explanations to account for deviant behavior. 

The Classical School of criminology, based largely upon 

the social contract theories of Hobbes, Rousseau and 

Montesquieu, viewed men as rational beings who freely 

come together to create a society. Institutions are established 

in this society as a result of a common d e sire for order. 

Classical theory demands that when these institutions are 

attacked and group unity is threatened, punishment must be 

administered. Men who have freely chosen to commit criminal 

actions must be dealt with, although not in the arbitrary 

fashion characteristic of the Midule Ages. The purpose of 

punishment, according to the philosophy of the Classical 

School, is deterrence. Because man's behavior reflects his 

desire to maximize pleasure (Bentham), pain is an effective 

tool in dealing with behavior which is harmful to society. 

Representatives of the Classical School (e.g. Beccaria) 

were largely concerned with making the punishment fit the 

crime. The focus remain~ed on the criminal action. 

In reaction to the philosophy of the Classical School, 

advocates of the Positive School asserted that man's actions 
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are not always the result of free will, but are motivated 

by forces over which he has no control. These forces, 

which Durkheim calls social facts, exist outside of the 

individual and serve to coerce him into socially acceptable 

behavior (Durkheim, 1950:2). Through the process of social

ization, such facts become internalized in the individual 

while continuing to exist independently of him. Durkheim 

introduced the concept of anomie to refer to a condition 

of normlessness which results when social facts fail to 

operate. Much later, Merton (1938) developed t his concept 

of anomie by relating deviant behavior to the social struc

ture. He saw criminal behavior as possibly occurring when 

the stress on societal goals is not met by an ability to 

reach those goals using societally approved me ans. Cloward 

and Ohlin (1961), in building on Merton's work, state that 

frustration of aspirations caused by the inability to reach 

goals through legitimate means may result in seeking goals 

through illegitimate means. Those individuals who have 

access to illegitimate means are, therefore, more likely 

to become involved in criminal actions. Each of these theorists-

Durkheim, Merton, and Cloward and Ohlin--as representatives 

of the Positive School sought to demonstrate the priority 

of social influences in crime causation. 

Classical theory advocated punishment as a useful tool 

in dealing with moral guilt which the individual brought 

upon himself by participating in criminal behavior. In 

contrast, advocates of the Positive School, viewing men 



as incapable of being aware of their wrongdoing, saw 

punishment as inappropriate. The number of individuals 

exempted from criminal law grew as scientific research 

increasingly indicated that certain people were unable 
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to restr a in themselves from acts which may constitute 

criminal offenses. This new awareness of the causes of 

human behavior and the differentiation between the mentally 

ill and the criminal led to the growth of the therapeutic 

state (Kittrie, 1971:39). Under the therapeutic state, 

crime is viewed as something to be treated rather than to 

be punished. 

The appeal of positivism lies in the belief of the 

ultimate perfect~bility of human society through the use 

of scientific techniques of social control. Advocates of 

the Positive School developed new trends in the study of 

crime. These involved a greater focus upon the individual 

criminal and a scientific method for the study of crime 

(Reasons, 1974:4). The impact of positivism upon criminological 

research resulted in an emphasis upon deviant behavior as 

determined. It became the task of the criminologist to locate 

those variables which influence behavior. However, although 

numerous studies have been done from a positivistic perspec

tive, the question of causation still remains largely 

unanswered. The Classical School, with its focus upon the 

conforming behavior of individuals, also failed to accurately 

specify the source of deviant behavior. 

The Positive School does not deal adequately with the 
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problem of order originally raised by the Classical School. 

Positivists a ssume that those individuals who deviate do so 

as a result of social, psychological or biological forces 

which are beyond their control. The answer provided by the 

Positive School ignores certain aspects of deviance, such 

as the effects of social reaction upon behavior. As criminolo

gists continue to conduct research under the influence of 

positivistic philosophy, little recognition is given to the 

ways in which behavior comes to be socially defined by 

powerful members of society (Matza, 1969:143). Positivism 

implies that the powerful are morally superior, and as 

such are incapable of contributing to deviance within a 

society (Thio, 1973). 

Similarly, Becker (1967) indicates that the sociologist, 

like "the man on the street," often fails to realize that 

his actions reflect the unspoken assumption that "the man 

at the top" knows best. Thus, ,,,hen bias is spoken of in 

relation to sociological research, it usually refers to 

taking the side of the subordinate and allowing sympathy 

for his position to influence the results of a study. 

However, sympathy for the superordinate position may pro

duce bias as well (Becker, 1967:246). It is impossible to 

avoid "taking sides," yet in doing so, one's values naturally 

influence one's perception of reality. 

It has become increasingly evident in recent years 

that behavior cannot be easily separated into deviant or 

nondeviant categories. This attitude has brought about 
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changing perspectives on crime. Many criminologists feel 

that it is no longer possible to set aside certairi indivi

duals as "criminals" on the basis of objective criteria .. 

The importance of interest groups in determining what crime 

is and what particular crimes will be of concern to law 

enforcement personnel is becoming more and more recognized 

(Quinney, 1970, 1972, 1973). 

The labeling approach ~o deviant behavior takes into 

account the effect of values upon one's construction of 

"reality." If one's sympathies lie with conventional values, 

it becomes easy to label those who appear to reject such 

values as deviant. Thus, social reaction does play an 

important role in the creation of deviance, and is worthy 

of study. 

The Labeling Approach 

The labeling approach to deviant behavior deals with 

such issues as the establishment of definitions and norms, 

which infractions constitute deviant behavior, and the 

reaction to norm-violating behavior. This approach reflects 

the early social psychology of the Chicago School (cE. Mead, 

Blumer, Thomas). Chicago sociologists stressed the importance 

of social interaction in giving meaning to situations. They 

emphasized the self as a social object which gains meaning 

through interaction with others. Similarly, the labeling 

perspective stresses the extent to which the self is altered 

by positive and negative social reactions. Tannenbaum, as 

early as 1938, discussed the effects of being "tagged" upon 
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an individual internalization of the deviant identity. 

Davis (1975:189) states that current labeling theorists 

have failed to adequately build on early labe ling concepts, 

and have moved little beyond VoId's (1958) conception of 

crime and law as social definitions. The concepts of power, 

conflict and stratification were never adequately developed 

by the labeling school. This is partially due to a lack of 

empirical testing in relation to labeling concepts. 

The influence of the labeling perspective has caused 

several researchers [Becker, 1963, 1964, 1967; Lemert, 

1967; Cicourel, 1968; Erikson, 1966; Kitsuse, 1964) to 

reformulate the task of criminological rese arch. This 

perspective emphasizes the primacy of social definitions 

and reactions to beh avior. Deviant behavior is considered 

relativistic because what has been defined as deviant at 

one time or place may not always be treated as deviant. 

The critical variable in the study of deviance is the 

social audience (Erikson, 1966:7). The social audience 

screens behavior and confers deviant status upon those 

persons who behave in an unacceptable manner. However, 

variables which are not directly related to the behavior 

itself may influence the application of the deviant label 

(Arnold, 1970; Black and Reiss, 1970; Piliavin and Briar, 

1964). Labeling theorists are currently working to uncover 

those variables which are influential in the social construction 

of deviance. 

Lemert (1967) is largely responsible for expanding the 
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concept of labeling and providing basic insights into the 

labeling process. In order to distinguish between "temporary 

deviance and "career deviance" (Stebbins, 1971), Lemert 

proposed the concepts of primary and secondary deviation. 

Primary deviation arises from a variety of social, cultural, 

psychological and physiological factors (Lemert, 1967:40). 

This type of deviance is dealt with only briefly by Lemert 

in setting the stage for secondary deviation. Secondary 

deviation is the individual's reaction to those problems 

arising from societal responses to his deviant actions. 

In order for primary deviation to develop into secondary 

deviation, the individual must first be apprehended and 

labeled deviant. If, as a result of this apprehension and 

attribution of a deviant label, the individual accepts and 

internalizes the label society has conferred upon him, the 

transition from primary to secondary deviation occurs. 

While some individuals may seek to disassociate themselves 

from the deviant label and, thus, remove the effects of 

stigmatization (Goffman, 1963), the secondary deviant 

organizes his life around his new identity. His self-concept 

undergoes radical changes and his deviant role becomes the 

center of unity for his social-psychological self (Knudten, 

1970:297). The lifestyle of the secondary deviant is 

characterized by a commitment to behavior characteristic 

of his new identity (Stebbins, 1971). Using delinquency 

as an example, the one-time juvenile offender may embark 

on a deviant career as a result of the delinquent label 



applied by juvenile justice personnel. 

It is important to recognize that the labeling 

perspective views t he ori g inal deviant act as relatively 

unimportant. It is the attribution of a deviant label 

and its acceptance which is tremendously important. 

Ultimately, it is the individual who is defined as 

deviant, and the action which precipitated the label 

may be forgotten. The individual deviant is regarded as 
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an outsider in more ways than one (Beckers 1963). Regardless 

of the many times he may act in a societally acceptable 

fashion, the deviant is judged in relation to a moral 

category which becomes his total identity (Duster, 1970; 

Garfinkel, 1956; McCall and Simmons, 1956). Further 

behavior is interpreted by the social audience in terms 

of that identity. 

The labeling approach to deviant behavior complements 

certain traditional theoretical orientations to deviance. 

Like advocates of the conflict paradigm, labeling researchers 

tend to sympathize with the position of the "underdog." 

Conflict theory is based upon a segmental view of society 

in which the powerful class is ultimately responsible for 

creating and maintaining deviant behavior. Those \ .. ho fail 

to conform to standards adopted by the dominant class are 

set apart as deviant. The labeling approach to deviant 

behavior, like conflict theory, identifies social control 

agents as representatives of the powerful class who may 

actua~ly serve to enforce deviance rather than alleviate 
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such behavior. It is the task of sociology to study the 

process by which this occurs, according to Lemert"(1967:3S). 

Some sociologists feel that the labeling perspective 

has not only failed to produce sUbstantial insights into 

deviant behavior (Kitsuse and Spector, 1975) but also, in 

emphasizing the prevalence of dominant group norms, it 

actually adds very little to the conflict perspective 

(Akers, 1973:24). However, labeling critics frequently 

fail to recognize the impact which the labeling perspective 

has had on attitudes toward deviance in contemporary society. 

The labeling approach has indicated possible effects of 

official processing on recidivism rates with respect to 

research done in the area of juvenile delinquency. As a 

result, many courts are authorizing the development of 

diversion programs which, theoretically, reduce contact 

with court officials, reduce labeling, and, thus, reduce 

recidivism rates (Elliott and Blanchard, 1975; Winter and 

Stellman, 1975). Although labeling fails to take account' 

of the success of social control in deterring deviance 

(Bordua, 1967:154), the unintended consequences of social 

control on the promotion of deviant behavior are recognized. 

Very little empirical testing of labeling concepts 

has taken place. However, this is largely due to the penchant 

of labeling proponents for insightful, impressionistic obser

vation and -"sensitizing" use of the concept (Davis, 1975:186) 

and not to the approach itself. As was mentioned above, there 

has come to be a growing awareness of the importance of norms 
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and public policy in the furtheranc e of deviancy. This 

suggests the timelines s of investigating the policies 

and d ecisions of labelers in r e lationsh ip to deviant 

attribution. 

~ Stateme nt of the Prob lem 

\ \ Social control agents have wide discretionary powers 

at their disposal when dealing with juveniles ( Arnold, 1970; 

Piliavin and Briar, 1964; Powers and Witmer, 1970; Schur, 1973). 

The p arens patri a e concept, the underlying philosophy of t h e 

American juvenile justice system, contends that such 

discretion allows social control agents to deal with the 

child and his needs rather individually and not c a tegorically. 

According to th~s philos ophy, the juvenile court is desi gned 

to act as a replacement to the parent where the parent has 

failed to meet his/her obligations. Although this method of 

processing is supposedly used to benefit the child, it does 

allow officials to designate certain children as delinquent 

solely on the basis of subjective criteria rathe r than on 
, ) 

the basis of legal variables alone.IThe child is labele d 

delinquent if officials are convinced that he is in need 

of treatment. Some researchers feel that sharper distinctions 

lOne study (Ralston, 1971) documents an instance where 
the court now r equire s that a lawyer be present at intake 
as well as during official court proceedings as a result 
of the Gault decision. Because cases a re often prejudged 
by intake personnel, "This application of Gault to the 
preadjudication stage of the juvenile court process has 
not destroyed the purpose of the juvenile court but has 
insured procedural uniformity and the accountability of 
court personnel" (Ralston, 1971:166). 
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are needed between delinquent and non-delinquent beh avior 

to allow juveniles the same justicB accorded adulfs (Lerman, 

1973:284). The Supreme Court ruling in Gault v. Arizona 

(1967) granted children some of the same constitutional 

protections accorded adults. However, despite these 
~ 

procedural safeguards, individualized treatment remains 

a distinctive feature of the juvenile justice system and 

permits wide discretionary powers in official decision
~ 

making (Schur, 1973:70). 

Decision-Making 
1/ 

Arrest decisions made by police officers are the first 

of a series of decisions made by social control agents. 

Frequently, police decisions are affected by such extra

legal criteria as race, grooming and demeanor (Monahan, 
V 

1972; Pi1iavin and Briar, 1964). The child may be released 

without charge if the police officer believes that further 

processing is unwarranted. However, if the police officer 

thinks the child needs further treatment, he is delivered 

to juvenile court officials. There is a significant bias 

in any official sample of juvenile delinquents because 

the police differentially report certain offenders (Goldman, 

1963). 

The labeling process is thought to be most effective 

when the recipient of the label is exposed to a public 

degradation ceremony (Meade, 1974:84-85). Police decisions 

do not necessarily involve situations of this nature. 

However, the probation officer's decision to expose the 



juvenile to a f ormal court hearing has important impli
~ . 

cations in terms of the labeling perspective. A study 

done by Newton and Sheldon (1973) presents empirical 

evidence of a positive association between appearance 
~ 
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in juvenile court and self-conception as a deviant. These 

researchers conclude that formal court appe arance is the 

most significant definitional point in the delinque nt 

career. Further study of the process by which proba tion 

officers make the decision to subject the juven~l e to a 

formal court hearing may shed new light on the labeling 

perspective. 

The Job of the Probation Of fic e r 

1/ The probation officer is responsible for the intake 

decision, perhaps the most important decision made once 

the child is released to court personnel ( Berg, 1974:33). 

The intake officer has three alternatives available to 

him in dealing with the juvenile o f fender. He may close 

the case at intake, hold it open for supervis i on without 

requesting a formal hearing, or he may refer the c a se to 

the district attorney for a determination of the prosecutive 

merits of the case. The case will be handled informa lly 

if the probation officer thinks that adjudication is 

unnecessary. Informal handling is vaguely describ ed as 

supervision for ninety days or less in order to pe rmit 

the probation officer discretion in dealing with the 

offender. Technically, the restrictions imposed on a child 

for informal handling are not mandatory. ~ 
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Probation officers are given few guidelines with which 

to determine whether to h and le a child formally or ~nformally. 

According to the Children's Code of the Wisconsin Statutes 

(Section 48.19), a probation officer may decide against 

filing a delinquency petition if he determines that such 

action would not be in the best interests of the child 
q 

nor the public. More specific directions are dependent upon 

policy set by the presiding judge. Although these guide-

lines may vary from judge to judge ( Wheeler etal., 1968), 

the probation officer remains l a r gely responsible for 

executing the intake decision. 

lj The proba tion officer handles a multiplicity of roles 

(MacFaden, 1971). He is responsible for the intake d ecision, 

dispositional recommendations to the court, and progress 

evaluations of juveniles unde r his supe rvision. Just as 

the criteria for processing juvenile offenders may vary 

from stage to stage (Hartin~er, 1973), the criteria used 

by the probation officer may vary in relation to the 

specific task he is performing (Thomas and Sieverd~s , 1975: 

4I6-4l7). This contributes further to the difficulty of , , 
s·tud)ring the decision-making process among probation officers. 

Probation officers make presentence recommendations 

on relatively little information (Carter, 1967). Carter 

(l967J examined the criteria used by probation officers 

in recommending dispositions for adult offenders by 

applying a "decision game" developed by It/ilkins (1965). 

Each probation officer followed his own method in selecting 
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the information he felt necessary to make a presentence 

recommendation. For example, one officer always stbdied 

the type of plea entered by the offender prior to making 

his decision, yet no other officer requested that infor-

mation at any time. Another officer always utilized 

employment information to confirm his decision. Carter 

(1967Y was unable to isolate and identify differences 

in decision-making according to personal characteristics 

of the probation officers. He indicates that further 

study may b~ useful in establishing significant re1ation-

ships between method of decision-making and the background 

of the individual probation officer. 

Offender-Related Characteristics 

The need to identify norms and criteria used by 

probation officers is growing because official juve nile 

crime rates are increasing. This increase is partially 

due to new methods of identifying the juvenile offender 

which affect his probability of being officially processed 

(Berry, 1975:358). Official social control agents are 

among the most significant of all labelers because they 

implement the very broad and very diffuse societal 

definitions through organized structures and institutionalized 

procedures (Schur, 1971:13). Thus, social control agents 

increase the effectiveness of the labeling process. 

\\ Probation officers seldom base their intake decision 

on legal variables alone (Thomas and Sieverdes, 1975). I' 

\\ This is largely due to the social work orientation of 
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most probation officers~ The probation officer is trained 

to make a thorough investigation of the child's background 

and history before making recommendations to the court. 

This procedure is based on the operating assumption that 

deviant behavior is simply a physical expression of an 

underlying problem needing professional intervention 

(Kirk, 1972). Principles of social casework, which are 

basic to probation work, stress individualized treatment. 

The probation officer is taught to consider such variables 

as family status, school history, and attitude of the 

offender in handling the juvenile offender. Investigations 

involving nonlegal criteria are considered essential to 

a "social diagnosis" (Clegg, 1964:75; Taylor and McEachern, 
1 

1970:682). 

~ The literature lends empirical support to a relationship 

between seriousness ,of offense and severity of disposition 

(Black and Reiss, 1970; Meade, 1974; Terry, 1967; Wolfgang 

et al., 1972). Other studies indicate that probation 

officer decision-making is also influenced by nonlegal 

criteria (Cohn, 1963; Gross, 1966, 1967; Hagan, 1975; 
H 

Thomas and Sieverdes, 1975). However, researchers remain 

unclear as to which specific nonlegal variables a~fect 

the intake decision. Cohn (1963), for example, found 

that sex and race of the offender influence the probation 

officer's recommendations to the juvenile court judge. 

Females and blacks were more frequently institutionalized, 

and blacks were less frequently recomm e nded for discharge 
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when seriousness of offense was controlled. Arnold (1971) 

and Hagan (1975 ) also report a positive relationship be-

tween severity of disposition and race. Thomas and Sieverdes 

(1975) found that while seriousness of offense is the best 

predictor of disposition, other variables, such as race, 

age and family background, are also influential. Still 

other studies indicate that these variables have very 

little influence on the decision-making process. Terry (1967) 

and Green (1970) found that the juvenile's race is unrelated 

t~ probation officer decision-making. Terry (1967:1801 

states, in addition, that the only statistica lly significant 

predictors of referr a l were seriousness of offense, offense 

history, and age of the juvenile. )'M~ade ("1973) found that 

there was no systematic bias on the part of court personnel 

at the point of hearing decision in terms of traditionally-

proposed independent variables (race, social class, sex, age, 

family structure, school status, type of first offense, 

disposition of first offense, and recidivism status). 

However, he did find a slight, statistically insignificant 

tendency for older, more serious, male offenders to be 
~ 

subjected to formal hearings. 

The literature also contains inconsistencies with 

regard to extra-legal variables which influence the probation 

officer. It is possible that methodological differences such 

as type of sample drawn, source of data, and sophistication 

of analytical techniques may account for some of these 

discrepancies (Thomas and Sieverdes, 1975). Research in 



the area of police and judicial decision-making does 

lend support .to the influence of extra-legal variables 

upon the decision-making process, however. For example, 

several researchers have found that police officers are 
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influenced by such variables as race and sex (Black, 1970; 

Goldman, 1963; Monahan, 1972; Pi1iavin and Briar, 1964), 

while other researchers report similar findings from studies 

dealing with judicial decision-making (Blumberg, 1967; 

Hogarth, 1971; Nagel, 1970). In addition, the labeling 

perspective provides a basic framework of support for the 

proposed relationship between decision-making and extra-

legal variables. The labeling perspective is based upon 

the premise that the application of deviant labels is 

influenced by . class, racial, occupational, sexual, and 

age statuses of persons who operate in opposition to 

social control groups (Davis, 1975:173). 

that: 

On the basis of the above studies it is hypothesized 

1. Having a prior record is positively related 
to receiving a formal hearing. 

2. Having committed a serious offense is posi
tively related to receiving a formal hearing. 

3. Being a male juvenile offender is positively 
related to receiving a formal hearing. 

4. Being a nonwhite juvenile offender is 
positively related to receiving a formal 
hearing. 

5. Being dn older juvenile offender is posi
tively related to receiving a formal 
hearing. 



18 

Probation Officer Background Characte ristics 

The labeling approach does suggest that formal social 

control agents are an object of study for labe ling re

search (Schur, 1973:135)~ It is possible that, in addition 

to offender-related characteristics, probation officer 

background characteristics influence the labeling process. 

This study will examine some probation officer charac-

teristics in relation to the decision to have a formal 

or an informal hearing. 

1/ There is some empirical evidence that personal and 

social background characteristics of probation office rs 

influence decision-making. Gross (1967) found that biographical 

characteristics differentiating probation officers a ppear 

consistent with the way they use the prehearing report. 

Probation officers who have more graduate degre es and r ead 

a greater number of professional journals identify pri-

marily with the broader field of social casework rather 

than with the probation officer role. While the se probation 

officers are primarily concerned with rehabilitating the 

offender, the majority of probation officers are primarily 

concerned with community protection. l Gross (1967) sugg e sts 

that the probation officers with more education may present 

a problem in terms of supervision and communication. This 

1However, there are those who feel that increasing the 
education of officials dealing with juvenile offenders tends 
to broaden the officialts definition of delinquent behavior 
(Lerman, 1973). This, in turn, causes the off icial to det a in 

· more juveniles and intervene in the lives of children when 
there may be no need for intervention. 



is because they are fewer in number and may feel some 

frustration at dealing with the court as well as with a 
/,/ 

majority of the ir fellow officers. 

Arnold (1970) states that the educational level of 
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probation/parole officers indicates their level of social 

class. Holding a college degree does not necessarily indi-

cate that one is middle class in outlook, but it does 

indicate that the degree holder has acquired to some 

extent the middle class view of the Iteducated man.1t In 

addition, the role played by the probation officer requires 

that he be a carrier of middle class standards. The probation 

officer tend~ to identify with the offender as long as he is 

cooperative, admits he needs help, and shows signs of 

'changing his past behavior. The middle class delinquent 

has a greater chance of being handled informally because 

he has greater inclination and capacity than does the lower 

class delinquent to adopt and maintain this attitude con-

vincing1y during his encounter with the probation officer 

(Emerson, 1969:241). 

Other variables which may influence the decision-

making process are race and sex of the probation officer. 

Emerson (1969:18) suggests the importance of common eth-

nicity and knowledge of local customs for a probation 

officer in dealing with the local community. Many probation 

departments attempt to have a race and sex distribution of 

their staff that will correspond to the race and sex 

distribution of the juveniles in their jurisdiction 



(Arnold, 1970: 24 ; . Reck1ess, 1950:379). However, the 

problem of find i n g qualified personnel among nonwhite 

populations some times makes the proportion of nonwhite 
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probation officers to juvenile offenders unequal (Arn~lq, 

1970). Reed and King (1966) found that black probation 

officers were more likely to favor unofficial action 

when dealing with juvenile offenders than were white 

probation officers. However, the extent of supportive 
# 

research here is very limited. Studies on police officers 

indicate that black and white officers may have some 

differing attitudes toward specific categories of child 

offenders (Monahan, 1972). Monahan (1972:101) identifies 

the need for more complete data relating to agents of 

social control, juvenile offenders, and the interaction 

process which takes place in order to further objectify 
I 

knowledge of the many factors leading to a child's arrest. 

Qther variables thought to be influential in the 

decision-making process of the probation officer include 

age and years of experience. Younger and newer officers 

tend to favor ' the juvenile offender <Carey, 1967: 71). 

However, due to the public's demand for harshness and 

the loss of their own idealistic attitudes toward reform, 

older probation officers tend to select more formal methods 

of handling the juvenile offender. In addition, the length 

of service as a probation officer brings about a trend 

toward conformity with one's colleagues and the development 

of a more conservative perspective toward the use of 
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probation (C a r ter and Wilkins, 1967). Hogarth (1971) 

obtained simi l a r results in his study among judges. 

Greater length of experience leads to a firmer commitment 

to deterrence among judges, and away from retributive 

punishment or reformation. Taylor and McEachern (1970:677) 

state that the philosophy behind contemporary juvenile 

probation practices demands a staff of young, well-trained 

probation officers \vho develop a commitment to their work 

early in their c a reers. The implication is that Vyounger 

probation officers, who are presumably more idealistic and 

are more likely to be specifically trained for modern 

probation work, will tend to be more interested than older 

probation officers in reforming the offender through the 

use of diversion programs. ,1 

that :: 

On the basis of the above stUdies it is hypothesized 

1. Probation officers with less education are 
more likely to handle the juvenile offender 
formally. 

2. White probation officers are more likely to 
handle the juvenile offender formally. 

3. Probation officers with more years of experi
ence are more likely to handle the juvenile 
offender formally. 

4. Older probation officers are more likely to 
handle the juvenile offender formally. 

Summary 

This study explores the relationship between the 

juvenile offender and the probation officer, as an agent 

of social control. Schur (1973:11) claims that past research 
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in the area of juvenile delinquency has had" an inordinate 

focus on the i nd ividual juvenile offender, and the"ways in 

which his basic "differentness" from non-offenders has led 

to delinquency problems. The labeling approach to deviant 

behavior claims that differences between the official 

offenders and official non-offenders are not innate, but 

are largely due to differential labeling by criminal 

justice agents. Possibly, juvenile justice agents assign 

the delinquency label based upon arbitrary criteria. 

Therefore, a study of the probation officer and those 

variables which may serve to influence the decision-

making process as he deals with juveniles may prove fruitful. 



CHJ>.PTER II 

METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of the present study is to examine 

variables which may influence probation officer decisions 

with respect to the type of handling a juvenile receives. 

Variables pertinent to the child and to the probation 

officer are examined through a configurational approach. 

This approach is consistent w~th Becker's (1963:14) demand 

for research which examines characteristics related to 

those who enforce ' the rules as well as characteristi"cs 

of the rule-breakers. 

~ 

Data for this study were obtained from the Social 

Development Commission in Milwaukee. They include 13,907 

official juvenile court intake rec6rds from the Milwaukee 

County Children's Court Center during the 1974 calendar 

year. Juveniles charged with traffic violations (N=253), 

committed to mental institutions (N=579) or juveniles 

involved in dependency or neglect hearings tN=974} were 

omitted' because such cases do not involve delinquency 

petitions. Juveniles charged with offenses for which there 

were no adequate descriptions available in the coding 

material (N=292)' and juveniles over whom the court has 

no jurisdiction (N=5l5) were also excluded. In ad(fi tion t 
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information regarding some probation officers was 

unavailable. Juveniles dealt with by these probation 

officers were removed from the present study (N=1703J. 

The final population included 9591 cases. 

Measurement and Oneration ali za tion 

The data analyzed in the present study are largely 

nominal, requiring the use of statistic a l procedures 

appropriate for this level of measurement. The nominal 

level of measurement makes no assumptions concerning 

ordering or distances between categories of variables. 

The only demand is that variable categories be mutually 

exclusive and totally inclusive. For example, the 

dependent variable in the present study, method of 

handling, consists of two nominal level categories, 

formal and informal handling. The juvenile offender 
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can only be assigned to one of these categories. Although 

nominal level data are not restricted to dichotomous 

formulation, it was necessary to collapse several of 

the variables in this study into such form in order for 

all the variables to be on the same level, and in order 

. to use the statistical techniques chosen. 

The Juvenile Offender 

The data contained information concerning the juvenile's 

race, age, sex, prior offense record and current offense. 

Race was operationalized as white and nonwhite offenders. 

Although a small percentage of offenders \vere American 

Indian (1%), the nonwhite category is composed largely of 
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black youths (40%). Fifty-eight percent of the juveniles 

referred to the Children's Court Center in 1974 w~re white, 

while forty-two percent were nonwhite. Males constituted 

seventy-three percent of the population. Age was dichoto

mized into those who were sixteen or seventeen years old 

at the time of intake (42%), and those who were younger 

than sixteen (58%). This division was chosen in order to 

achieve an appropriate balance between the number of 

offenders in each of the two categories. Most statistical 

tests require that categories contain an approximately 

equal numbe r of cases in order to avoid skevJed distributions 

which may invalidate results (Davis, 1971:27). Since rela

tively few young juveniles engage in delinquent behavior 

(Terry, 1967:176), more ages are represented in the 

category consisting of younger juveniles. Recidivism 

was dichotomized into those juveniles with at least one 

prior offense (66%), and those without any prior offense 

(34%) • 

Offense was operationa1ized into serious and nonserious 

categories, based upon classifications used in earlier 

studies (Meade, 1973; Meade, 1974). There is an under

standable lack of consistency with regard to offense 

classification in the juvenile delinquency literature. 

First, the legal title of an offense does not sufficiently 

indicate the relative seriousness of an act (Arnold, 1971; 

Sellin and Wolfgang, 1964; Wolfgang et al., 1972). Second, 

the philosophy of the juvenile court implies that a given 
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act which is considered serious under some circumstances 

may be classified' nonserious under different circumstances. 

Terry (967) submitted questionnaires to juvenile __ 

justice personnel in order to determine how they regarded 

juvenile offenses. The following results were obtained, 

ranked from least serious to most serious: (1) disorderly 

conduct, (2) liquor offenses, (3) incorrigibility, 

(4r theft excluding auto theft, (5) sex offenses, (6) assaurt 

and violent property damage, (7) burglary, (8) auto theft, 

(9) homicide and robbery (Terry, 1967~174-75). Unkovic and 

Ducsay (1969), based upon a classification scheme devised 

by Sellin and Wolfgang (1964), trichotomized offense into 

"crime that injures," "conspiratorial, consensual crime," 

and "crime against public order." Chilton and Markle (1972) 

use a trichotomous scheme consisting of most serious, less 

serious, and least serfous offenses. However, offenses 

included in each category of their study differed from 

those categories used by Unkovic and Ducsay (1969). For 

example, offenses categorized as crime that injures in 

Unkovic and Ducsay's study, such as assault, auto theft 

and larceny, are distributed between Chilton and Markle's 

most serious and less serious categories. 

Arnold (1971) divides juvenile offenses into four 

levels of seriousness. When collapsed, his categories 

are similar to those used by Meade (1973:479; 1974:85). 

Meade classifies those offenses which would be criminal 

if committed by an adult as serious, while those applicable 
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only to juveniles (status offenses) were classified as 

nonserious. Injury to the person, robbery by force, theft 

by taking, burglary, motor vehicle theft, weapons offense s, 

narcotics offenses, criminal trespass and disorderly con-

duct were classified as serious offenses. Violation of beer 

and wine law, sex offenses, runaway, ungovernable, truancy 

and curfew violation were classified as nonserious offenses. 

This dichotomy is some\'lhat imperfect in that certain "serious" 

offenses are not consistently classified serious by other 

researchers. For example, n arcotics offenses and disorderly 

conduct are frequently classified nonserious, while sex 

offenses are classified serious (Arnold, 1971; Chilton and 

Markle, 1972). 

The Sellin-Wolfgang index of seriousness provides a 

sociologically and mathematically more meaningful way of 

measuring delinquency in comparison to the traditional 

methods (Sellin and Wolfgang, 1964:291). Their method of 

classification is based upon weighte~values given to a 

wide variety of offenses. However, the Sellin-Wolfgang 

technique involves considerably more offense information 

than is available to the present study. For example, in 

the Sellin-Wolfgang study, auto theft is given a weight 

of two when the vehicle is stolen, undamaged, and either 

returned or abandoned. However, if the automobile is 

damaged or remains unlocated, the score for the theft 

must be weighted more heavily. Such expansive information 

is unavailable for the present study. 
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Dichotomous variable s which are not b a sed on natural 

divisions are affecte d to some extent by the rese~rcher's 

intuition. It is sometimes helpful to c ombine the c a tegories 

in various ways in ord er to determine how different clas

sification schemes affect the results. ~s was mentioned 

earlier, it is import ant to corne as close as possib le to 

a 50:50 split in operationa liz ing the data. Data distri

butions can aid in evaluating the results, since r e sults 

based upon skewed distributions (in the 30:70 range) must 

be "taken with a grain of s a lt"(Oavis, 1971:100). After 

examining the various cl a s s ification schemes, offense 

was divided into serious and nonserious c a tegori es . Serious 

offenses consist of murder, rape, robbe rY r assault, burg l ary, 

auto theft, l a rceny a nd weapons offens e s (54%). Nonserious 

offenses include probation violation, run away , truancy, 

curfe\-l violation, ungovernable beh avior, and possession/' 

drinking liquor (46%). Off enses which would logic al ly 

receive a more severe official reaction, p e rhaps in the 

form of a court hearing, were regarded as serious. 

The dependent variab le, method of handling, distinguishes 

between those who receive formal handling and those who re

ceive informal handling. Formal handling consists of filing 

a delinquency petition with the district attorney which 

eventually leads to adjudication. Informal handling is 

represented by a lack of a delinquency petition and usually 

fnvolves supervision for ninety d ays or less. Juveniles 

subjected to formal handling constituted t wenty-seven perc'ent 
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of the population, while juveniles handled informally 

constituted seventy-three percent of the population. 

The Probation Officer 

J\dditional d a ta were collected from probation officer-

personnel files of the Mi lwaukee County Children's Court 

Center in order to examine the influence of probation 
I 

officer background cha racteristics upon delinquency peti-

tioning. Fifty-two probation officers dealt with 9,591 

offenders in the present study. Eighty-eight percent (N=46J 

of the probation officers . were white and twelve percent 

(N=6) were nonwhite. The nonwhite category consists of five 

black probation officers and one "Spanish surnamed" pro-

bation officer. Sixty-five percent (N=3 4 ) of the probation 

officers were male. Age was dichotomized into those who 

were under thirty ye ar s of age in 1974 (46%, N=24), anff 

those who were thirty years or older- (54%, N=28). This 

division was made to ensure an adequate representation of 

probation officers in each c a tegory. Ye a rs of experience' 

was dichotomized into those with five years of experience 

as a probation 6fficer or less (SO%, N=26), and those with 

more than five years of experience (SO%, N=26). Education 

distinguished between those who had received a college 

degree (48%, N=2S), and those who had earned a professional 

or graduate degree (52%, N=27). 

Analytical Techniques 

Three statistical techniques are used to test the pro

posed hypotheses. The first, phi (~), is used with nominal 
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level data and i s particularly suited to variables that are 

naturally dichotomous (Champion, 1970:210). Phi ranges from 

-1.00 to +l.DO, and when the phi coefficient is squared , it 

functions as a PRE measure. A PRE measure indicates the 

percentage of variation explained in the dependent variable 

by the independent variable. Phi is similar to Yule's a, 

another nominal level measure of association. However, phi 

may be' used when there is an empty cell, an advantage which 

it enjoys over a. In addition, the criterion of perfect 

association is more stringent for phi than for a (Loether 

and McTavish, 1974a:2021. If phi equals unity, Q will also 

equal unity since the data will meet the less restrictive 

criteria for patterns of frequencies required for perfect 

association characteristic of a. However, if Q equals 

unity phi may not equal unity because phi requires a 
) 

different pattern of cases in the 2 x 2 matrix than does 

a for a perfect association. In other words, the more 

restrictive meaning of perfect association which charac-

terizes phi demands that two diagonal cells have frequencies 

while the remaining two cells have no frequencies. The less 

restrictive model which characterizes Q requires that only 

one of the four cells need have no frequency while the re-

maining three cells may have any frequency. 

Two other statistical techniques are used which provide 

a configurational analysis of the data. The first, the 

Goodman model, allows a testing of the relative main effects 

as' well as a routine search for all possible interaction 
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effects (Goodman, 1972:29)'. It is a particularly efficient 

way to examine a large number of variables. The r~searcher 

utilizing the Goodman technique attempts to account for the 

cell frequencies in a crosstabulation by hypothesizing 

effects and building models showing the presence and ab

sence of various effects. The aim of Goodman analysis 1S 

to find the least complex set of variables necessary and 

sufficient to account for the data, in the interests of 

parsimony. 

The second statistical technique, the Coleman model, 

functions well as a PRE me asure, although it is less 

adequate in dealing with interaction effects in comparison 

to the Goodman model. Coleman (1964~239) acknowledge s that 

his model fails to consider all possible interaction effects, 

but later attempts to correct this oversight (Coleman, 1970). 

In the present study, therefore, the Goodman model will 

primarily be used to search for the existence of rela

tionships among the variables, while the Coleman model 

will primarily be used to demonstrate the amount of 

variation explained in the dependent variable by the 

independent variables. 

Tests of Significance 

Tests of significance are used to indicate whether 

observed differences in the data are due simply to chance 

or to sampling error. The researcher must select the level 

of significance at which the hypothesis will be rejected 

when statistically testing the relationship. The level of 

significance indicates the probability of being wrong in 
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rejecting the null hypotheses. For example, the phi coef

ficient is generally tested for significance by the use 

of the chi square statistic (Downie and Heath, 1965:198). 

The chi square value must be greater than 3.841 when using 

the .05 level in order to conclude that the observed phi 

value is significant. There is no significant association 

between the variables if chi square is less than 3.841. 

The .05 level of significance me ans that five times out 

of one hundred the researcher will be wrong in rejecting 

the null hypothesis ·- that no difference exists bettveen the 

two means. Rejecting the null hypothesis when it is in 

fact true is a Type I Error <Champion, 1970:84). This type 

of error will occur if the researcher s e ts his level of 

significance too low, for example, at t h e .1a or .20 levels. 

On the other hand, if the level of significance is set too 

high, such as .001, the researcher is in danger of com

mitting a Type II Error. A Type II Error is far more serious 

than a Type I Error because when a hypothesized relation

ship is rejecte d on the basis of empiric a l testing, fre

quently other researchers think that it is unnec~ssary to 

subject the hypothesis to further analysis. If the relation

ship in fact exists, it is unlikely that it will be explored . 

It is more common in sociological research to do additional 

empirical testing of tentatively accepte d hypotheses than 

to repeatedly test those hypotheses which previous studies 

have rejected. 

Tests of signific ance are most frequently used when 



33 

making inferenc es from . the observed sample to the unob

served population (Morrison and Henkel J 1970:l84)~ Conse

quently, they are often thought to be inappropriate when 

dealing with total populations. A total population is 

examined in the present study and, therefore, the issue 

of sampling error is irrelevant. Sampling, however, is not 

the only source of error which may affect the results of 

a study. Discrepancies bet~een the true situation and 

observed results may be produced by errors related to 

processing or response. These possible sources of error, 

however, may be minimized through careful coding of the 

data and "motivatinglt the respondent to answer carefully 

(Selvin, 1957). Coding problems were not entirely eliminated 

since a lack of critical data regarding probation officers 

led to the removal of L703 cases. However, the rem aining 

9591 cases provide a more than adequate number of cases for 

analysis. In relation to "motivating" the respondent to 

answer carefully, the variables examined are largely. objective 

attribute data and as such do not require subjective res ponses 

from the offender which have a greater possibility of inac

curacy or misinterpretation. If these sources of error are 

eliminated, it becomes unnecessary to measure the probability 

that they may have existed. The use of tests of. significance 

in sociological research has become so common, however, 

that they are frequently used with no justification given 

for their use (Bordua, 1958; Lander, 1954). 

Some researchers suggest that total populations can 
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be considered samples from still larger hypothetical 

universes (Hagood and Price, 1952). Hmvever, it is impossible 

to demonstrate that the model of s ampling f rom a hypothetical 

universe corresponds to reality (Hirschi and Selvin, 1967: 

223). The mathematical model of sampling from a real popu

lation has a n advantage in that it c a n be tested by properly 

designe d s ampling analyses. Thus, tests of significance are 

less than perfect as a tool for d~ciding whether to accept 

or reject hypothe s e s when dealing with total populations. 

Other researche rs criticize the indiscriminate use of 

tests of significance with samples as well as with popu

lations. In a classic article dealing with tests of signi

ficance in survey research, Selvin (1957) discuss e s problems 

resulting from the di f f i culty of designing and interpreting 

tests of hypotheses. According to Selvin, tests o f signi

ficance are technically illegitimate unles s there is com

plete control over all sources of variation. Although it 

is impossible to control for the influence of all possible 

variables, many rese a rche rs use tests of signif ic ance with 

no attempt to counteract correlates biases (Selvin, 1957). 

Furthe rmore, some researchers give more prominence to the 

level of signific ance than to the size of the difference, 

thereby confusing statistical significance with substantive 

significance. For example, a large difference that is not 

significant at the .05 level because it is based on a small 

sample may be of great theoretic a l importance. Tests of 

significance are marke dly influenced by the size of the-
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sample. It is qui te easy to establish statistical signi

ficance for eve n a very s mall relationship with a"very 

large sample (Hagan, 1974:361). Statistical significance 

is only one criterion that should' be considered in deciding 

whether to accept or reject a null hypothesis (Loether and 

McTavish, 1974b:280). Reciting the magic phrase "significant 

at the • . 01 level" should not be used as a substitute for a 

thorough consideration of the quality of one's data (Selvin, 

1958:86). 

Many sociologists (Camilleri, 1962; Kish, 1959; Taylor 

and Frideres, 1972) claim that the question of statistical 

significance is secondary to th a t of substantive significance. 

Taylor and Frideres (197 2 ) advocate consider a tion of both 

substantive and statistica l signific ance in choosing between 

alternative hypothes e s. They are largely concerned with 

distinguishing between the two concepts, a nd stre s s the 

superiority of substantive significance in deciding whethe r 

to accept ~r reject the null hypothesis (Tay lor and Frideres, 

1972:469). The magnitude of an association between variables 

is frequently adopted as one criterion for substantive 

importance (Gold, 1969). Davis (1971:49) proposes the 

following conventions to serve as indicators of sUbstantive 

significance: 
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TA:BLE 1 

GUIDELINES FOR SUBSTANTIV~ SIGNIFICANCE 

+.70 or higher A very strong positive association 
+.50 to +.69 A sUbstantial positive association 
+.30 to +.49 A moderate positive association 
+.10 to +.29 A low positive association 
+.01 to +.09 A negligible positive association 

.00 No association 
-.01 to -.09 A negligible negative association 
-.10 to -.29 A low negative association 
-.30 to -.49 A moderate negative association 
-.50 to -.69 A sUbstantial negative association 
-.70 or lower A very strong negative association 

Some type of decision criteria must be utilized in 

determining whether to reject or accept the null hypothesis. 

The present study relies upon a consideration of both the 

substantive and statistical importance of the results. 

However, more weight is given to substantive importance. 

Tests of statistical significance are used solely to des-

cribe substantive significance decisions in terms of their 

probability of being in error. 



CHAPTER III 

PRESENTATION OF DATA 

Data were first analyzed using the phi coefficient. 

None of the independent variables are strongly related to 

formal handling. One rule of thumb is that a measure of 

association should reach an absolute value of .30 to be 

considered a moderate relationship (Davis, 1971:49). 

Table 2 shows that the relationship between recidivism 

and method of handling equals +.162. This means that 

recidivism accounts for three percent of the variation 

in method of handling. The rel a tionship between recidivism 

and method of handling, although positive, is weak. 

Similarly, the relationship between offense and method 

of handling (.174) is weak. The remaining relationships 

between the independent variables and the dependent 

variable are negligible. 
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TABLE 2 

HANDLING OF OFFEND ER AS PREDICTED 
BY INDEPEND ENT VARIABLES 

• Variable , Decision 

Juvenile Offender 

Age - • . 051 significant 

Recidivism +. r62 significant 

Sex', +.048 significant 

Race + • . 072 signific ant 

Offense + .. 1'74 significant 

Probation Officer 

Race -.0'11 not significant 

Age -.,043 significant 

Education - •. 048 significant 

Experi'ence -.028 significant 

• 
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Direction 

wrong 

correct· 

correct 

correct 

correct 

wrong 

wrong 

wrong 

wrong 

This is a one-tailed test for significance at .05 
level. 

The data were next analyzed through the Goodman (1972) 

nominal leve l regression model in order to test for the 

main effects and all pos sible interaction effects. The 

Goodman mode l is not sufficiently developed to routinely 

deal with more than four independent variables at one time. 

Thus, it wa s necessary to examine two of the independent 
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variables separa tely. Ftrst-order interaction effects were 

computed using the Goodman model for - two in6ependent 

variables in order to determine which two variables could 

be interchanged. The interaction effect between sex and 

age of offender was not statistically significant (S~=1.50). 

Hence, these two variables could be examined interchangeably 

in the final analysis. Thus, the Goodman model for four 

independent variables was applied to three separate multiple 

classification schemes so as to include all possible inter

action effects among the predictors. Tables 3, 4 an~ 7 con

tain these multiple classification scheme s and the initial 

results of the Goodman analysis. 

Table 3 indicates that forty-three percent of the cases 

with all four predictors in the one state were formally 

handled, while only fourteen percent of all cases with all 

four predictors in the zero state were formally handled. 

This indicates that nearly one-half of the extreme c ases 

are formally handled, while less than one-seventh of those 

cases which are not predictive of formal handling are 

handled formally. The number of cases accounted for by 

State One in the dependent variable is always smaller 

than the number of cases accounted for by the zero state, 

regardless of the state of the independent variable. The 

proportion of juvenile offenders receiving a formal 

hearing ranges from a low of eight percent to a high of 

forty-three percent. 



TABLE 3 

MULTIPLE CLASSIFICl\.TION CONFIGURATION l/lTTH 
TYPE OF HANDLI NG AS TH E DEPEND~NT VARI ABLE 
AND CHARACTERI STICS OF THE JUVENILE AS 

IND EPEN DENT VARIABLES· 
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Sex Race Recidivism Offense Formal Informal Proportion 
State 1 State 0 State 1 State 0 

1 1 1 1 651 857 .43 .57 
1 1 1 0 116 477 .20 .,80 
1 1 0 1 146 436 .25 .75 
1 1 0 0 28 200 .12 .88 
1 0 1 1 584 924 .39 .61 
1 0 1 0 224 993 .18 .82 
1 · 0 0 1 161 585 .2 2 .78 
1 0 0 0 56 616 .08 .9 2 
0 1 1 1 87 164 .35 .6 5 
0 1 1 0 129 320 .29 .71 
0 1 0 1 41 203 .17 .83 
0 I 0 0 32 170 .16 . 84 
0 0 1 1 50 113 .31 .69 
0 0 1 0 159 447 .26 .. 74 
0 0 0 1 21 136 .13 . 87 
0 0 0 0 66 399 .14 .86 

·Sta te One ref e rs to th a t c a tegory of the var i able which is 
hypothesized a s leading to St ate One of the d e pendent 
variable. Being ma le, being black, havin g a record and 
committing a serious offense are e x pecte d to result in a 
formal hearing. At the othe r extre me, b e ing female, being 
white, being a first o f f e nder and commi tting a nons erious 
offense are expected to result in an informal hearing. 

Table 4 shows the results of the initial Goodm an 

analysis. The distribution of cases in this multiple 

configurational scheme is almost identical to that of 

Table 3. Forty percent of the cases with all four pre

dictors in State One were handled formally, while only 

fourteen percent of all cases with all four predictors 



~n State Zero were formally handled. This means that 

nearly half o f t he extreme cases are handled formally, 

while less than one-seventh of those cases which are 

not predictive of formal handling are formally handled. 

As in Table 3, the number o f cases handled formally is 
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always less than the number of cases informally h andled. 

The proportion of juvenile offenders receiving a formal 

hearing r anges from a low of six percent to a high of 

forty-three percent. 

TABLE 4 

MULTIPLE CLAS SIFICATION CONFIGURATION It.' I TH 
TYPE OF ' HANDLING AS TH E DEPENDENT VARIABLE 
AND CHARACT ERISTICS OF THE JUVEN ILE AS 

IND EPENDENT VARIABLES· 

Age Rpce Recidivism Offense Formal Informa l Proportion 
State 1 State 0 State 1 State 0 

1 1 1 1 280 425 .40 .60 
1 1 I 0 69 · 313 .18 .82 
1 1 0 1 44 165 .21 .79 
1 1 0 0 8 95 .08 . 92 
1 0 1 1 304 559 .35 . 65 
1 0 1 0 148 757 .16 .84 
1 0 0 1 68 246 .22 .78 
1 0 0 0 32 470 .06 .94 
0 1 1 1 458 596 .43 .57 
0 1 1 0 176 484 .27 .73 
0 1 0 1 143 474 .23 .77 
0 1 0 0 52 275 .16 .84 
0 0 1 1 330 478 .41 .59 
0 0 1 0 235 683 .26 .74 
0 0 0 1 114 475 .19 .81 
0 0 0 0 90 54 5 .14 .86 

·See note at the end of Table 3 for a full explanation of 
the configurati ons. 
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Tables 5 and 6 present the results of the Goodman 

model performed on variables related to the juvenile 

offender. Included are the relative main and interaction 

effects of these independent variables upon the odds of 

receiving a formal hearing. The Y values represent the 

relative main effects of each independent variable upon 

the dependent variable, while thei values represent a 

maximum likelihood estimate of Y (Goodman, 197Z:33} •. 

A t effect greater than unity indicates a positive rela

tionship, while a Y effect less than unity shows a 

negative relationship. Similarly, a ~ effect greater than 

zero is considered positive, while a- Yl less' than zero is 

considered negative. P represents the natural logarithmic 

transformation of X and removes any curvilinearity caused 

by mul tiplicative effects. S·tandardized" values are obtained 

by dividing each P value by its estimated standard deviation 

(Goodman, 1972:36). The standardized P value may be inter

preted as a t e st of significance (Goodman, 1974:40) and 

used in deciding whether to accept or reject the null 

hypotheses. Goodman suggests that standardized ~ must be 

greate r than absolute 2.00 for the relationship to be 

conside red statistically significant when dealing with a 

population. 

The results presented in Table 5 are based upon the 

multiple classification configuration in Table 3. Several 

of the results are statistically significant, according to 

the criteria for significance proposed by Goodman. There 
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is a positive, statistically significant relationship 

between race and method of handling, recidivism and 

method of handling, and offense and method of handling. 

Furthermore, there is an interaction effect between sex 

and offense. This can be interpreted as saying that the 

effect of ma leness upon method of handling is greater for 

serious offe nders than for nonserious offenders. 

Although several of the results reach statistical 

significance, they f ail to meet the criteria for SUbstantial 

significance sugg e sted by Davis (1971:49). It is quite 

possible th a t the results, reflecting a total population, 

exhibit statistically significant rel a tionships a lthough 

the relationships present are actually very small. 



TABLE 5 

RELATIVE MAIN AND INTERACTION EFFECTS OF 
CHARAC'l'ERISTICS RELATED TO THE JUVENILE 
OFFENDER' UPON THE ODDS OF FORNAL HANDLING 

y 13 
Variable Effect Effect 

Sex 1.00 .00 

Race 1.10 .10 

Recidivism 1.52 .42 

Offense 1.,34 .29 

(Sex) (Rac e-) 1.01 . 01 

(Sex) (Recidivismf 0.97 - -.03 

(Sex) (Offense) 1.,26 .23 

(Race) (Recidivism) 0.97 -.03 

(Race) (Offense ) 1.00 .00 

(Recidivism) (Offense) 1.04 .04 

(Sex) (Race ) (Recidivism ) 0 .. 98 . -.02 

(Sex) (Race) (Offense) 0.98 -.02 

(Sex) (Recidivism) (Offense ) -0.98 -.02 

(Race) (Recidivism) (O£fense) 1.02 .02 

(Sex) (Race) (Recidivism) (OffenseY 1.03 . 03 

44 

Standardized 
..p 

0.10 

2.89 

12.08 

8.42 

0 • .33 

-0.79 

6.63 

-0 .. 83 

0.12 

1.23 

-0.50 

- 0.58 

- 0.55 

0.47 

0.78 
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Results p r e sented in Table 6 are similar to those of 

Table 5. Tabl ~ 6 analyzes the multiple classification confi

guration presented in Table 4. Recidivism and offense, once 

again, are positively related to method of handling, and 

both of these relationships are statistically significant. 

However, the relationship between race and method of 

handling, although positive, fails to reach statistical 

significance. It is possible that age, serving as a con

tro~ variable, removes the relationship between race and 

method of handling. There is a negative, statistically 

significant relationship betwe en age and method of handling. 

This may be interpreted as saying that younger o f fenders 

are more likely to be formally handled. In addition, an 

interaction effect exists between age and offe nse. , This 

can be interpreted as saying that the ef fec t of older age 

upon method of handling is greater for serious offende rs 

than for nonserious offenders. 



TABLE" 6 

RELATIVE· MAIN AN D INTERACTION EFFECTS OF 
CHARACTERIS TICS RELATED TO THE JUV ENILE 
OFFENDER UPON THE ODDS OF FORr-1AL HANDLING 
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Variable 
ry {3 

Standardized Effect Effect {3 

Age 0.82 -0.20 -5.45 

Race 1.07 0.06 1.76 

Recidivism 1.55 0.44 12.12 

Offense 1.54 0.43 12.08 

(Age) (Race) 1.00 0.00 0.07 

(Age) (Recidivism) 1.01 0.01 0.38 

(Age) (Offense) 1.16 0.15 4.14 

(Race) (Recidivism) 1.00 0.00 0.12 

(Race) (Offense) 1.00 . 0.00 0.05 

(Recidivism) (Offense) 1 .. 01 0.01 0.29 

(Age) (Race) (Recidivism) 1.02 0.02 0.59 

(Age) (Race) (Offense) 0.98 -0.02 -0.56 

(Age) (Recidivism) (Offense) 0 •. 94 -0.06 -1.81 

(Race) (Recidivism) (Offense) 1.02 0.02 0 .. 48 

(Age) (Race) (Recidivism) (Offense) 1.02 0.02 0.63 
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Table 7 presents results using the Goodman model to 

determine the effects of characteristics related to the 

probation officer upon the handling decision. Zero fre

quencies appear in several of the cells due to operation

alization of the probation officer race variable. Only 

six out of fifty-two probation officers are nonwhite, 

therefore it is impossible to reoperationalize this 

variable to allo'" for a more balanced distribution. One 

case was added to each cell with a frequency of zero in 

computing the relative ma in and interaction effects using 

the Goodman model. Twenty-one percent of the cases with 

all four predictors in the one state were form a lly handled, 

while seventeen percent of all cases with all four pre

dictors in the zero state were formally handled. This 

indicates that nearly one-fifth of the extreme cases are 

formally handled, while nearly one-fifth of those c a s e s 

which are riot in the predictive state receive formal 

handling as well. The proportion of cases handled for

mally in this multiple classification configuration is 

much less than the proportion handled formally presented 

in Tables 3 and 4, which examine variables related to the 

juvenile offender. 



Race' 

1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
1 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 
0 

TABLE 7 

MULTIPLE CLASSIFICATION CONFIGURATION 1:IITH 
TYPE OF HANDLING AS TH~ DEPENDENT VARIABLE 
AND CHARAC TERISTICS OF THE PROBATION OFFICER 

AS INDEPENDENT VARIABLES · 

Age Education Experience Forma l Informal 
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Proportion 
State 1 State 0 State 1 State 0 

1 1 1 504 1853 .21 .79 
1 1 0 136 422' .24 .76 
1 0 1 310 849 .27 .73 
1 0 0 0 0 .00 .00 
0 1 1 113 271 .29 .71 
0 1 0 598 1566 .28 .72 
0 0 1 93 256 .27 .73 
0 0 0 447 919 .33 .67 
1 1 1 0 0 .00 .00 
1 1 0 1 1 .50 .50 
1 0 1 246 489 .33 .Q7 
1 0 0 58 197 .23 .77 
0 1 1 0 0 .00 .00 
0 1 0 0 0 .00 .00 
0 0 1 0 0 .00 .00 
0 0 0 45 217 .17 .83 

·State One refers to that category of the variable which is 
hypothe sized as l eading to State One of the de pendent 
variable. Probation officers with more ye ars of experience, 
less education, white probation officers and older proba tion 
officers are expecte d to handle the juve nile offender for
mally. At the othe r extre me, probation officers with fewer 
years of experience, more education, nonwhite proba tion 
officers and younger prob ation officers' are expected to 
handle the juvenile offe nder informally. 
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Table 8 pre sents the results of Goodman analysis 

when characteristics related to the probation officer 

are treated a s independent variables. This table is based 

upon the multiple classification configuration. in the 

previous table. None of the main or interaction effects 

reach statistical significance. 

TABLE 8 

RELATIVE MAIN AND INTERACTION EFFECTS OF 
CHARACTERISTICS RELATED TO THE PROBATION . 
OFFICER UPON THE ODDS OF FORMAL HANDLING 

Variable r .f3 
Effect Effect 

Race O.BO -0.22 

Age 0 .99 -0.01 

Education 1.13 0,,12 

Experience . 1.05 0.05 

(Race) CAge) 1.03 0.03 

(Race) (Education) 0.73 -0.31 

('Race) ('Experience) 0.80 -0.22 

(Age) (Education) 0.94 -0.06 

(Age) (Experience) 0 • .88 -0.13 

(Education) ( Experience) 0.95 -0.06 

(Race) (Age ) (Education) 0.90 -0.10 

(Race) (Age) ( Experience ) 1.00 0.00 

(Race}(Education) (Experience) 1.23 0.21 

(Age)(Educati on) (Exper~ence) 1.10 0 •. 09 

(Race) ( Age ) ( Educ ation ) (Experience)0.96 -0.04 

Standardized 
.p 

-1.01 

-0.06 

0.5 6 

0.21 

0.15 

-1.44 

-1.00 

-0.28 

-0.58 

-0.26 

-0 .. 48 

0 •. 02 

0.96 

'0.43 

-0.17 
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Data were also ex amined by the Coleman (1970) model 

because the Goodman model fails to express the am6unt of 

variation explained by each indepe ndent variable. Table 9 

indicates that very little variation is explained by any 

of the independent variables. The sum o f the absolute 

values equals the tot a l amount of variation a c counted for 

by the four variabl e s. For example, the first multiple 

configuration scheme, utilizing independent variable s 

related to the juvenile offe nder, accounts for twenty-

eight percent of the vari a tion in the depende nt variable, 

with recidivism acc ounting for the large st percentage of 

variation (14%Y. Howe ver, phi indic a tes tha t offense 

accounts for a slightly larger percentag e of v ariation 

when compared to recidivism ( ~ =.174 for offense and .... 

~ =.162 for recidivism). These small diffe rences are 

probably due to differences within e a ch of th e an a lytical 

techniques. The second multiple configuration, where age 

repl aces sex as one of the independent vari ables , shows 

that recidivism again accounts for the largest proportion 

of variation, although offense follows closely behind 

(14.6% and 14.2% respectively). The second multiple confi-

guration accounts for nineteen percent of the variation 

in type of handling when examining characteristics of 

probation officers. The amount of variation accounted for 

by this multiple configuration is minimal. Race of the 

probation officer accounts for the largest proportion of 

variation (8.2%). 
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TABLE 9 

AMOUNT OF VARIATION IN THE DEPENDENT VARI ABLE (HANDLING) 
ACCOUNTED FOR BY 

RESPECTIVE INDEpEN DE NT VAR I ABLES 

Variable 

Juveni l e Offende r 

Sex-

Race 

Recidivism 

Offense 

Total Variation Expl a ined 

Age 

Race 

Recidivism 

Offense 

Total Variation Explaine d" 

Probation Off ice r 

Race 

Age 

Education 

Experience 

Total Variation Explained 

ni-lei g hted" 
Measure of Effect 

.008 

.031 

.141 

.101 -

.281 

.054 

.020 

.146 

.142 

.362 

.082 

.056 

-.008 

-.046 

.192 
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Summary o f Result~ 

Hypotheses Relate d to the Juvenile Offender 

The hypothesized relationship between recidivism and 

method of handling is supported on the basis of the Good-

man analysis. In addition, the results of the test of 

significance used in conjunction with the phi value lend 

credence to these results (' ~~ =250.3'42'). However, it is -
i -mportant to note that phi demonstrates only a low 

association between recidivism and method of handling 

( ~ =.162). The hypothesi s that b e ing a prior offender 

is positively related to rec e iving a formal hearing is 

rejected b e c ause th e r e sults lack sUbstantive sign i fi c ance. 

A similar ~el ation ship exi sts between offense and 

method of handling. Standardized )B i s s ta tistic ally 

significant, as is chi s qu are (f~ =291.464). Again , the -
association between the two vari ables is low ( ~ =01 74 ) 0 

The hypothesis that being a serious offender is positively 

related to receiving a formal hearing is rej e c t ed because 

the results lack substantive signific ance. 

The relationship b etween sex and method of h and ling 

is neither statistic a lly significant on the basis of th e 

Goodman and Coleman analyses, nor substantively signific ant 

on the basis of the phi value ( ~ =.048). A test of signi-
---

ficance used in conjunction with phi indicates that the 
z 

results are statistically significant ( f =21 .884). The .---

hypothesis that being a male is positively rel a ted to 

receiving a fo r mal hearing is rejected, however, because 
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the results of the Goodman analysis added to the phi value 

are more weighty than the results of £'1. alone. 

Race of the offender is positively related to formal 

handling, yet the results of this analysis are somewhat 

confusing. When race is entered into a multiple configuration 

with sex, recidivism, and offense as the other inde pendent 

variables, the relationship is statistically significant. 

Yet, when age replaces sex an an independent variable in 

the multiple configuration, the relationship is no longer 

statistically significant. This is possibly due to the 

influence of a ge as a control variable. Thes e results, 

in addition to the lack of substantive significance ex-

pressed by phi, lead to a rej ection of the hypothesis that 

being nonwhite is positively rela ted to r e c e iving a formal 

hearing, even though chi square shows sta t i s tic a l signi

ficance (f~=49.5ll) • ..... 
The relationship between age and method of h andling 

is opposite to that expected. Thus, the hypothesi s that 

older age is related to receiving a formal hearing must 

~e rejected. There exists a negative, statistically signi-

ficant relationship between age and method of handling 

( 1~=24.66l) which is supported by standardized ~. The 

association between the two variables, however, is 

negligible ( • =-.051) • .... 
In summary, the following juvenile-related hypotheses 

are not supported: 

1. Having a prior record is positively relate d 
to receiving a formal hearing. 
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2. Having committed a serious offense is posi
tively related to receiving a formal -hearing. 

3. Being a male juvenile offender is positively 
related to receiving a formal hearing. 

4. Being a nonwhite juvenile offender is posi
tively related to receiving a formal hearing. 

5. Being an older juvenile offender is posi
tively related to receiving a formal hearing. 

Hypotheses Relat e d to the Probation Officer 

None of the hypotheses involving probation officer 

characteristics were st a tistically nor substantively signi

ficanton the basis o f standardized # and phi. Phi demon

strates a negligible neg a tive as sociation between e ach of 

the a ttributes (race, age, education, experience) and 

formal handling. The chi square values for the relation-

ships involving age, educ a ti on and experience show statistic a l 

significance (~Z.=r8.118,;<1.=22.256, and /'1.=7. 48 2, respec-- - -
tively), but the hypotheses cannot be accepted on the basis 

of the chi s quar e results alone~ It is possible that chi 

square is statistically significant in these instances be-

cause the study involves a total population. This is why 

the decision to accept or reject the hypothesis must be 

based upon substantive importance. 

The following hypotheses are not supported: 

1. Probation officers with less education are 
more likely to handle the juvenile offender 
formally. 

2. White probation officers are more likely to 
handle the juvenile offender formally. 
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3. Probation officers with more years of experi
ence are more likely to handle the juvenile 
offender formally. . 

4. Older probation officers are more likely to 
handle the juvenile offender formally. 



CHAPTER IV 

SUl'U'-lARY AND CONCLUSIONS' 

This study examined variables which were hypothesized 

as affecting handling d ecisions made by probation officers 

within the juvenile court system. None of the variables 

under consideration are important predictors of whether 

a child receives a formal hearing. These results are 

similar to those obtained in previous studies (Meade, 1973; 

Meade, 1974). It is interesting to note that although the 

emphasis in contemporary probation work is upon a thorough 

examination of the juvenile's personal and social biogra phy, 

in this study the criteria used for decision-making are 

neither socially nor legally based. This might be due to 

the fact that other variables, which may be of greater 

importance, were not examined in this study. 

The relationship between age of the offender and type 

of handling is opposite to that hypothesized. Winter and 

Stellman (1975) obtained similar findings, and suggest 

that the decision not to formally adjudicate older offenders 

may result from a reluctance to file petitions against. of

fenders' who will, at age eighteen, leave the jurisdiction 

of the juvenile court. Juvenile courts are established to 

assist juveniles in adopting societally acceptable behavior 

56 
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patterns, and individualized programs tend to become 

meaningless as the juvenile grows older. Winter arid 

Stellman (1975:23) suggest further that the court may 

compensate for this lack of action among older juveniles 

by overreacting with respect to formal court services 

for younger juveniles. 

The race and sex of the juvenile offender have 

little influence on the handling decision. Some studies 

show that race is an influential variable with respect 

to the handling decision (Ha gan, 1974; Hussey, 1976). 

However, the findings o f this study are in agreement with 

other studies which note that race and sex have no impact 

on the handling decision (Gree n, 1970; Terry, 1967). 

All of the hypotheses related to probation officer 

background characteristics were rejected. Probation officer 

race, age, years of experience and education do not affect 

handling decisions. This failure to demonstrate the influ

ence of selected variables upon the handling decision may 

be due, in part, to the paucity of previous studies of a 

similar nature upon which to base the hypotheses tested 

in the present study. Studies cited in Chapter I in 

support of the hypotheses under consideration are largely 

of a speculative nature and are not, for the most part, 

grounded in empirical research. The probation officer 

variables examined in this study fail to support the 

existence of bias on the part of probation officers in 

relation to the handling decision. 



The emphasis in the contemporary juvenile justice 

system is on individualized treatment. It appears that 

on the surface probation officers in Milwaukee County 

have internalized this dictum. Although these results 

contradict earlier studies (Cohn, 1963; Gross, 1967), 
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they are in agreement with more recent studies completed' 

(Green, 1970; Meade, 1973; Meade, 1974). Further exploration 

of the probation officer decision-making process may benefit 

by building on these findings. 

Labeling Theory: 

A Theoretical and Methodo logical Critigue 

The present study failed to deal with all aspects of 

the labeling approach. The labeling approach deals with 

two separate problems, the individual l abe lee 's response 

to societal reaction, and the societal defining process. 

The present study deals solely with the latter. It was 

the primary intention of this study to examine possible 

criteria used by social control agents in labeling 

juveniles as offenders. Offender response to the labeling 

process was not analyzed, partially due to lack of , infor

mation concerning previous offense behavior and treatment. 

There is a need for further empirical testing, parti

cularly with regard to the labelee's response to societal 

reaction, in order to assess the usefulness of the labeling 

approach to deviant behavior. Such testing necessitates 

clarification of labeling concepts as they presently stand. 
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For example, secondary deviation clearly refers to the 

process of internalizing a deviant identity, but labeling 

researchers, in rejecting recidivism as a mea s ure of 

secondary deviation, fail to specify how this process 

may be measured. Difficulty in operationalizing labeling 

concepts leads one to believe that the labeling approach 

is still little more than a s ensitizing concept. Sensitizing 

statements a re offered in lie u of propositions (Pru s , 1975), 

and these lack the theoretical specificity one would desire 

in a theory. More adequ a te operationaliza tion of labe ling 

concepts is necessary before the valu~ o f the l abeling 

approach can be properly asce rt a ined . 

Many labeling studies a dopt a v e rste he nd e a pproach 

which stres s e s an explor a tion of the phenomenon rather 

than a confirmation or rejection of theore tic al hypothese s 

(Davis, 1975). Although such studies are often intriguing, 

they lack scientific or g eneralizing utility. The present 

study has attempte d to avoid this problem by selecting 

a more quantitative method of an a lysis. However, a cl e are r 

picture of the handling proc e ss may best be g a ined by 

adopting several differe nt methodological approache s to 

the same phenomena. This process is called triangulation 

(Campbell and Fiske, 1959; Denzin, 1970). The labeling 

perspective, which can be significant to several different 

levels of analytic abstraction (Schur, 1971), suggests a 

movement between dif f erent methodological levels of analysis 

as well (Hagan, 1974). Denzin (1970) discusses various type s 
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of triangulation in which several dissimilar methods are 

combined to measure the same unit. Each individual method 

has unique strengths and weaknesses, and when a hypothesis 

can survive a series of complementary methods of testing 

it possesses a degree of validity which a hypothesis tested 

by a single method cannot attain (Denzin, 1970:308). For 

example, the present study may have benefited from utilizing 

the research technique of participant observation in addition 

to the analytical techniques employed. Observation of the 

probation officer as he/she interacts with the juvenile may 

help to cl arify the probation officer decision-making process 

and isolate cert ain vari ables which may be especially influ

ential in the process. These variables could then be furth e r 

examined using quantitative methods. Participant observation 

often permits a deeper understanding of societa l processes, 

such as decision-m aking, th a n is characte ristic of traditional 

rese arch techniques ( Schur, 1971:32). Both obs ervational and 

quantitative methods o f research are fre quently complemen

tary in that while the form e r produce import ant insights 

into the process of deviance, the latter produce systematic 

findings and ways of validating the hypothes e s generated 

by the theore~ical perspective. Triangulation is a way of 

raising sociologists above the p e rsonalistic biases that 

stem from the use of a single methodology. 

The labeling perspective receives little support on 

the basis of the results of this study. These results do 

agree with thos e obtained by Meade (1974). It must be noted, 
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however, that the societal defining process was limited 

to the reactions of social control agents and did "not 

include the reactions of community members, family, or 

peers. Meade (1974:90} suggests that such results may be 

due to the method employed rather than to labeling theory's 

lack of explanatory power. Meade's statement furnishes 

further support for ~he adoption of several methodological 

strategies. 

Labeling theory has, unquestionallily, enjoyed great 

popularity among segments of deviance researchers. Part 

of its popu1arity is due to a reaction against structural

functionalism and a movement toward the methodology of 

participant observation, the research technique that many 

labeling researchers employ (Davis, 1972). Some researchers 

believe that labeling theory's main contribution has been 

to serve as a forerunner to phenomenological studies 

(Warren and Johnson, 1972). The phenomenological approach 

emphasizes the need for a recognition of the world as it 

is directly experie nced by human actors. Phenomenologists 

stress the development of understanding subjective meanings 

of human action through techniques of intensive observation, 

detailed description, and intuition (Schur, r97l:ll7). Like 

advocates of the labeling perspective, phenomenologists are 

largely concerned with the social construction of reality 

(Berger and Luckmann, 1967); 

Other researchers are concerned with the influence 

labeling has had in effectively undercutting the more 
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positivistic research attempts (Hirschi, 1973). The 

labeling perspective's focus on the social audience as 

creators of deviant behavior has caused many researchers 

to discontinue what may be fruitful research on the deviant 

as an active agent in the creation of deviance. Hirschi 

(1973:170) advocates further research in connection with 

conventional theories of deviance. 

The results of the present study show that the labeling 

perspective possesses theoretical and methodological possi

bilities which remain insufficiently develope d. Labeling 

concepts such as secondary deviation are in need of further 

clarification before they can be subjected to addition a l 

testing. In relation to proba tion officer de cision-making, 

the data examined in this study fail to support the labeling 

perspective. Perhaps further stUdies employing v arious 

methodologic a l str a tegies, as well as taking into account 

more independent variables, will result in the empirical 

support that the labeling perspective curre ntly lacks. 

Limitations 

This study is beset by certain limitations which 

could adversely affect the results. First, fourteen percent 

of those cases revi e wed by probation officers in 1974 were 

deleted due to incomplete information. Twelve percent of 

these cases were deleted as a ' result of incomplete files 

on some probation officers at the Children'S Court Center 

which included information critical to this study. The 

remaining two percent reflected cases in which information 
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concerning the offense was unclear due to the coding scheme 

used by those who originally coded the data. The distri

bution on each variable in the deleted cases, however, is 

similar to the distribution in the fin a l set of cases. 

With these deletions, th e final population r emai n ed large 

enough to perform the necess ary analytical t echniques 

(~591 c ases). The study was not plagued by sampling error, 

since the study involved a total population. 

Second, the results of this study may be considered 

representative of th e population only to the extent that 

pertinent information was accur a tely recorded during the 

intake process. This poss ible source o f bias cannot be 

further explored at this point. However, the data we re 

originally analyzed by the Social Development Commiss ion, 

and the r esearch e rs involved in this preliminary analysis 

were able to explain some of the ambiguities in the original 

coding process. For example, these r esearchers provided 

clearer interpre tations of formal and informal handling, 

as these processes are defined in Milwaukee Count yo 

Systematic error c ou ld affect the data if any of the intake 

officers failed to correctly understand the classification 

process. It is probable that any errors in recording are 

random and do not adversely affect the data since the 

intake officer usually receives some training and is 

familiar with standard intake procedure. 

Third, in operationalizing the data for t h is ana lysis, 

it is possible that the method of dichotomizing some of 
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the variables may affect the resul t s. For example, the 

method of me a suring delinquency seriousness developed 

by Sellin a nd Wolfgang (1964) is superior to mariy of 
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the method s used in e arlier studies. Meade (1974J failed 

to find a significant relationship between seriousness of 

offense and severity of sanction, and indic a tes th a t this 

is possibly due to the me asure o f seriousness he employed 

in his study. In addition, no theoretical rationale was 

proposed in the present study for dividing the probation 

officer experience variable into those with five ye ars of 

experience or less and thos e with more than five years of 

expe rience. This division was made solely to obtain an 

even spl i t in order to avo~d skewed dis tributions. 

Fourth, the analysis is limited in that certain 

possibly r e levant information was not avai l able to the 

present study. First, int ake records from the Children's 

Court Center fail to include informa tion which may be 

useful in under standing decision-making processe~ such 

as family status , school record, social class, and number 

of co-offenders. Chi lton and Markle (1972) have found 

that family status is predictive of seriousness o f delin

quency, which affects method of h and ling_ Their study 

indicates that chil d ren charged with seriou s misconduct 

more often come from disrupted fami lies than do children 

charged with less serious del inquency. However, Wilk inson 

(1974) suggests that it remains uncl ear whether "the broken 

home" has an effect on delinquency bec ause the variable 
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lacks a cle a r definition. For ex ample, a home broken by 

death and a home broken by desertion are likely to have 

different effe cts on the child. In addition, it is possible 

that court officials assume that children with one parent 

are in need of greater control, therefore they subject 

these children more fre quently to formalized procedures g 

Wi lkinson (1974) advocates further testing of the hypo

thesized relationship b e tween broken home and delinquency. 

The influence of this variable could not be considered in 

the present study b e caus e no information r e lated to f amily 

status was avai lable. 

Some variabl e s related to the probation officer which 

may be influential in decision-making were also un avail able 

for analysis. Berg (1974), for example t found that the 

probation officer's perception of the home situ a tion is an 

important determin ant of the h and ling decision. If the 

probation officer feels that the f amil y is capable of 

dealing with what he considers to be the child's problem, 

the case will probably be handl e d info rmally. Another 

variable thought to influence probation officer decision

making is the philosophy of punishme nt adopted by the 

probation officer. The "reformist type" probation officer 

considers the court system beneficial to the juvenile offender, 

and is convinced that the court will steer children in need 

of help into the proper channels ( Schur , 1973:110). However, 

other types of probation officers may feel that exposure 

to the court is detrimental, so they may make every possible 
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effort to deal with the child in alternate ways. Probation 

officers who believe that deviance is a result of "illness 

are less inclined toward punishment than are those who 

consider the deviant willfully responsible (Davis, 1975). 

Other variables such as perception of the child's attitude, 

the juvenile's demeanor, and interaction among probation 

officers may be important sources of variation. This type 

of information was not readily available for the present 

study. 

Directions for Future Research 

The independent variables examined in the present 

study do not account for variation in the dependent variable. 

Several researchers suggest that much of wha t takes pl a ce 

in the juvenile justice system occurs primarily to meet 

the needs of correct ional workers and only secondarily 

to meet the needs of clients (Esselstyn, 1970; Lerman, 

1973). Perh?ps the emphasis in future research should be 

more heavily on juvenile justice pers6nnel in order to 

more clearly identify what the needs of correctional 

workers are and how these needs serve to influence 

decision-making in regard to the juvenile offender. 

An examination of probation officer characteristics 

in r e lation to characteristics of juvenile offenders may 

prove particularly revealing. Several researchers have 

found, for example, that there is an interaction effect 

between the race of the social control agent and the race 

of the child in regard to decision-making (Hussey, 1976; 
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Monahan, 1972) . Similar results using the Milwaukee 

County Childr en' s Court Center data would be interesting 

in light of t he fact that the present study failed to 

demonstrate statistically significant results when exa

mining race of the child and r ace of the proba tion officer 

separately in rel a tion to the handling decision. 

Other vari ables which warrant atten t ion in future re

search are the probation officer's philosophy of puni s hrnent 7 

the importance of the child's a ttitUde and d emeanor toward 

the probation officer, and the import a nc e of th e home 

situation to the prob a tion office r. Since thi s type of 

informa tion is not, a s a rul e , recorded a t int ak e , other 

ways of obtaining this da t a must be found. Pe rhaps t h e 

"decision game" d e v e loped by 'di lkins (19 6 5) coul d be used 

as a model in testing probation officer r es pon se to hypo

thetical situations b as e d on actual c a s e s. 

Interaction betwe en the probation officer and the 

juvenile offender is more dif f icult to measur e , yet this 

communication process is extre mely influenti a l to deci s ion

making. Cicourel (196 8 ) advocates the use of an obs e r va tion a l 

style of r e search in order to g a in a deepe r understanding 

of the process by which delinquency is "crea ted." An obser

vational technique would reveal information which is inac

cessible to the more qu antitative research strategies. 

However, even c e rtain researchers who are l a rgely committed 

to an observation-oriented style of res earch see v a lue in 

the more traditional quantitative approach. Cicourel, for 
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example, states that although official statistics may not 

be particularly valid indicators of the actual distribution 

of deviant acts, they accurately depict organizational out

comes (Schur, 1971:34). From the labeling perspective, this 

is a significant aspect of the "production" of deviance. 

The adoption of several complementary methodological 

strategies in future research (triangulation) is likely 

to lead to a much cleare r picture of the phenomenon called 

juvenile delinquency. 

The results of this study tentatively show that handling 

decisions are individually based in Milwaukee County. Such 

decision-makin g is in accord with Schur's (1973) demand 

for a system of justice which remains un affected by the 

offender'S entire personal and social biographY$ If it is 

true, as Schur (1973:170) implies, that the overall per s pec

tive toward delinquency treatment and prevention is changin g, 

Milwaukee County may be a good ill~stration of the type of 

change Schur is talking about. 
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