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CHAPTer 1 

GeneRAl intRoDuCtion



1.1 Why study girls’ disruptive behavior?

research on the development of psychopathology in childhood and adolescence has been 

dominated for decades by a primary focus on boys (Crick & Zahn-Waxler, 2003). This has 

been particularly true for the study of disruptive behavior. This situation likely occurred for 

several reasons. Past studies have shown that prevalence rates of disruptive behavior are 

much higher for boys than for girls during early and middle childhood (keenan & Shaw, 

1997). Whilst prevalence rates for girls increase in adolescence, they are still outnumbered 

by boys (Loeber & Stouthamer-Loeber, 1998). Also, relative to girls, boys’ adjustment 

difficulties are often more overt and disruptive (e.g. physically aggressive behavior, 

violence, Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder), which makes them more likely to elicit 

the attention of others. Finally, boys’ difficulties have more often been associated with life-

threatening consequences for themselves (e.g. being killed in gang violence) and others 

(e.g. physical violence) (Crick & Zahn-Waxler, 2003). 

in recent years, girls have come to the attention of both clinicians and scientists. 

Despite the lower levels of disruptive behavior in girls compared to boys, clinic-referred 

samples of girls generally present with more severe behavior problems than boys 

(kloosterman & Veerman, 1997; Webster-Stratton, 1996). Beginning in adolescence, 

girls are also more likely than boys to exhibit co-occurring mental health symptoms 

and disorders (Costello, Armstrong & erkanli, 2000; Costello, Foley & Angold, 2006), a 

phenomenon referred to as the ‘gender-paradox’ (e.g. Loeber & keenan, 1994; robins, 

1986), indicating that the gender with the lesser prevalence of a certain disorder (in this 

case disruptive behavior) is at higher risk for additional negative outcomes such as mental 

health problems. in addition, there are worrisome consequences for the next generation, 

since prospective studies show a range of parenting deficits among adult women with a 

history of conduct disorder or delinquency (Chamberlain & moore, 2002; robins, 1986; 

Serbin, moskowitz, Schwartzman & Ledingham, 1991; Werner & Smith, 1992). Lewis, 

Yeager, Cobham-Portorreal and klein (1991), for instance, reported that approximately 

one third of adult female delinquents had either a family court record or children placed 

outside the home due to abuse or neglect. Despite the fairly recent surge in interest in girls’ 

disruptive behavior, relatively little is known about the etiology and explanatory factors of 

girls’ disruptive behavior.

10
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1.2 Girls’ disruptive behavior

The term disruptive behavior is an overarching construct which has been variously used 

to describe oppositional behaviors, aggressive behavior, externalizing behaviors (behavior 

problems manifested in children’s outward behavior and reflecting the child’s negative 

behavior towards others, Campbell, Shaw, & Gilliom, 2000) and delinquent acts. Childhood 

disruptive behavior is both concurrently and prospectively related to impaired functioning 

in many domains, such as social, emotional and academic (rutter, Giller & Hagell, 1998), 

and shows a remarkably high level of stability over time (e.g. Campbell, 1995; moffitt, 

1993; Lavigne et al., 1996; offord et al., 1992). Also, childhood disruptive behavior 

is associated with a variety of negative outcomes in adulthood including delinquency, 

unemployment, substance use, mental health and parenting problems (Bardone, moffitt, 

Caspi & Dickson, 1996; Chamberlain & moore, 2002; Lewis et al., 1991; robins, 1986; 

Serbin et al., 1991). Disruptive behavior is the most common problem behavior in children 

(Campbell, 1995), with longitudinal and epidemiological studies consistently showing 

approximately 5 to 10% of boys and 1 to 3% of girls exhibiting serious conduct problems 

in childhood (Costello et al., 1996; Lavigne et al., 1996; moffitt, 1993). 

epidemiological studies show that the highest levels of disruptive behavior in both 

girls and boys occur during the preschool period (e.g., Alink et al., 2006; Tremblay, 2001). 

At that age, children are still developing their communication and social skills and often 

rely on aggressive and oppositional behavior to respond to, or to control their social 

environment (Tremblay, 2000). Problem behaviors at this age generally consist of temper 

tantrums, aggression and non-compliance. Among preschoolers, there appear to be 

relatively few gender differences in the presentation of disruptive behaviors (e.g. keenan 

& Shaw, 1997; Webster-Stratton, 1996). 

A small body of research is accumulating regarding girls’ developmental trajectories 

of disruptive behavior in (middle) childhood (Broidy et al., 2003; Côté, Zoccolillo, Tremblay, 

nagin, & Vitaro, 2001; Harachi et al., 2006; Lahey et al., 2006; odgers et al., 2008; 

Schaeffer et al., 2006). These studies have documented a mostly stable mean trajectory with 

a tendency towards a slight and gradual decrease of disruptive behaviors with increasing 

age. However, studies showed that a small group of girls, approximately 10% of the 

sample depending on the threshold or criteria, displayed high levels of disruptive behavior 

at an early age (Côté et al., 2001; moffitt, Caspi, rutter & Silva, 2001). in contrast, the 

majority of girls showed few disruptive behaviors in childhood. 

G e n e r a l  I n T r o d u c T I o n
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regarding the developmental course of disruptive behavior in adolescence, studies 

show that girls, compared to boys, display a faster increase in disruptive behavior from early 

to late adolescence (Galambos, Barker & Almeida, 2003; Scaramella, Conger & Simons, 

1999). With regard to the developmental course of delinquent behavior, proportionately 

more girls than boys start delinquent behavior in adolescence (adolescence-onset), and 

proportionately fewer girls exhibit a childhood-onset pattern (e.g. Côté et al., 2001; 

mcCabe, rodgers, Yeh & Hough, 2004; moffitt et al., 2001; Silverthorn, Frick & reynolds, 

2001). Studies that have followed girls into adulthood showed that although the early onset 

group of girls was small in size, these girls appeared to have more severe and pervasive 

problems and poorer outcomes pertaining to mental health, physical health and economic 

problems in adulthood (odgers et al., 2008; Schaeffer et al., 2006). 

Rates of disruptive behavior using psychiatric nosology. Large-scale representative 

community studies have reported prevalence rates of conduct disorder (CD) for girls ranging 

from 0.4% to 1.3% in middle childhood and from 1.4% to 8% in adolescence (Costello 

et al., 1996; Hipwell et al., 2002; maughan, rowe, messer, Goodman, & meltzer, 2004) 

using criteria from the Diagnostic and Statistical manual of mental Disorders (DSm-iV; 

American Psychiatric Association, 1994). it should be noted, however, that the percentage 

of girls meeting formal diagnostic criteria in these studies may be underestimated due to 

the fact that the formulation of diagnostic criteria in the DSm-iV for conduct disorder has 

been largely based on information about boys rather than girls. Scholars have therefore 

suggested the inclusion of ‘female-sensitive’ symptoms such as relational aggression 

(Bjorkqvist, Lagerspetz & kaukiainen, 1992; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; Crick, ostrov & 

Werner, 2006; Galen & Underwood, 1997; Xie, Cairns & Cairns, 2002) in diagnostic 

criteria. For oppositional defiant disorder (oDD), epidemiological studies have shown 

prevalence rates for girls ranging from 1.1% to 9.4% in childhood and from 1.0% to 3.5% 

in adolescence (Breton, Bergeron, Valla, Berthiaume, & Gaudet, 1999; Costello et al., 1996; 

kroes et al., 2001; Lahey et al., 2000; maughan et al., 2004; romano, Tremblay, Vitaro, 

Zoccolillo, & Pagani, 2001; Simonoff et al., 1997). maughan and colleagues showed that 

prevalence rates of oDD remained relatively constant from age 5 until about 10, and 

then fell in both boys and girls in the late childhood and adolescent years (maughan et 

al., 2004). Because DSm-iV precludes a diagnosis of oDD in children who meet criteria 

for CD resulting in an underestimation of clinically significant oppositional behaviors in 

the population, the investigators created a category of ‘inclusive’ oDD, applying DSm 

12
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symptom and impairment criteria for oDD regardless of the presence of CD (maughan 

et al., 2004). When overlaps with CD were disregarded, rates of oDD showed no decline 

with age in either boys or girls; oDD symptom levels rose significantly with age in boys, 

and showed a similar though non-significant tendency in girls. The epidemiological studies 

show that rates of CD and oDD in childhood and in adolescence are lower in girls than 

boys, also when overlaps with CD are disregarded.

Gender differences also exist in the phenotype of disruptive behavior (keenan & 

Shaw, 1997; Zoccolillo, 1993), with most studies indicating that girls are more likely to 

display relational aggression whilst boys are more likely to show physical aggression (see 

review by Crick et al., 1999). relational aggression is intended to harm relationships by, for 

example, threats to withdraw acceptance or friendship, ostracizing, or using social exclusion 

or rumor-spreading. This form of aggression is thought to be an alternative strategy to 

direct (verbal or physical) aggression, enacted when the costs of direct aggression are high 

(Archer & Coyne, 2005). Similar to physical aggression, relational aggression is associated 

with general externalizing problems and social-psychological maladjustment (e.g. Crick & 

Grotpeter, 1995). regarding characteristics of their delinquent behavior, girls compared 

to boys, are less often involved in gangs, street fighting and gun carrying (esbensen, 

Deschenes & Winfree, 1999), and are more likely to victimize family members than 

strangers in the course of their delinquent behavior (Heide, 2003). 

in summary, in comparison to boys, girls’ disruptive behavior shows a differential 

prevalence, developmental course and phenotype. Both psychiatric assessments of CD 

and/or oDD, and developmental trajectories of disruptive behavior show rates of disruptive 

behavior in girls remaining low in early and middle childhood, but steadily increasing 

in the (mid)teens. Studies have shown that a relatively small subgroup of girls displays 

disruptive behavior early in life. An early onset of problem behaviors has been identified as 

a significant predictor of more severe and pervasive problems and poorer outcomes later 

on pertaining to mental and physical health and serious delinquency (Côté et al, 2001; 

Harachi et al., 2006; Lanctôt & LeBlanc, 2002; odgers et al., 2008), similar to males (for a 

review see Loeber & Farrington, 2001). 

1.3 explanatory factors of girls’ disruptive behavior 

in their book, moffitt and colleagues (2001) described competing hypotheses about the 

gender differences in disruptive and antisocial behavior. They concluded that males are not 
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more vulnerable than females to risk factors for antisocial behavior; not only are much of 

the same factors important, but the size of effects is generally comparable across gender. 

They also found no support for the hypothesis of differential thresholds for boys and girls 

(mannuzza & Gittelman, 1984), which has suggested that similar effects may operate 

for each gender, but that there are different thresholds for boys and girls. moffitt and 

colleagues (2001) did find support, however, for the hypothesis of differential exposure. 

The authors proposed that some childhood-related risks may be specific to boys such as 

neuro-cognitive deficits, undercontrolled temperamental features, poor impulse control 

and hyperactivity. They found no evidence that family risk and protective factors could 

account for gender differences in antisocial behavior. moffitt and colleagues (2001) also 

posited that the variety of antisocial behavior that is more typical of females is particularly 

influenced by social factors as it tends to fluctuate more according to circumstances (as 

opposed to genetic and other biological influences in boys with early onset disruptive 

behavior). in their book they formulate five research priorities, one of which is investigating 

social-contextual influences on boys’ and girls’ antisocial behavior.

The present thesis about social-contextual explanatory factors of girls’ disruptive 

behaviors follows the nested paradigm proposed by Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological 

model of individual, family, peer and neighborhood domains within which risk and 

protective factors operate. The model stems from ecological theory, first proposed 

within the field of developmental psychology by Bronfenbrenner (1979; 1986; 1992). 

This framework emphasizes the need to understand individuals within different types of 

contexts and to examine the multiple, interrelated influences on children (e.g. via family 

functioning, school-related factors, peers, communities). ecological theory proposes that 

the associations between risk factors and behavioral outcomes depend on the context in 

which those risks are experienced (Bronfenbrenner, 1986). Bronfenbrenner’s framework, 

however, focuses on the development of “normal” behavior and does not pay specific 

attention to clinically significant disruptive behaviors. Considering ecological theory, one 

could argue that girls’ contexts (i.e. the way they interact with their parents, peers and 

other adults) differ from that of boys and therefore the relation between risk factors and 

behavioral outcome will be gender-specific. For instance, studies have shown that parents 

interact differently with boys and girls, especially in regard to their disruptive behavior 

(keenan & Shaw, 1997; Zahn-Waxler & Polanichka, 2004). Studies also show that 

girls’ friendships, compared to boys’, are characterized by greater intimacy, loyalty and 

14
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interpersonal engagement (Buhrmester & Furman, 1987; Savin-Williams & Berndt, 1990; 

see review by rose & rudolph, 2006). These findings stress the importance of studying 

explanatory factors in the development of disruptive behavior in a large sample of girls. 

in addition to ecological theory, we also derive this framework partly from 

developmental psychopathology, i.e. the integration of research on normative development 

with that on psychopathology (see Cicchetti, 1993). This framework allows for the 

exploration of developmental trajectories toward both positive and negative outcomes 

and, therefore, is equally focused on understanding the influence of risk and protective 

factors (keenan & Shaw, 1997). Therefore in the current dissertation all behaviors (such 

as disruptive behavior and parenting behavior) will be placed in a developmental context.

To date, explanations for disruptive behavior, mainly based on male samples, have 

included factors from multiple domains, such as individual characteristics, parental behavior 

(Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990; Patterson, reid & Dishion, 1992; Sampson & Laub, 1994), 

peer factors, community and neighborhood factors (Jencks & mayer, 1990; Leventhal & 

Brooks-Gunn, 2000), which will be described in subsequent paragraphs. 

1.3.1 individual characteristics

Theories concentrating on individual characteristics as risk factors for disruptive behavior 

posit that children with certain characteristics, such as poor impulse control and 

hyperactivity, are at heightened risk. other individual (risk) factors include low academic 

functioning and intelligence. For example, some evidence suggests that poor verbal 

ability and early school failure is more closely linked to the development of disruptive 

behaviors for girls than for boys (offord, Boyle, & racine, 1991; olson & Hoza, 1993). 

early female morphological maturation has been associated with increases in deviant and 

high risk behavior as well (e.g. Caspi, Lynam, moffitt, & Silva, 1993; Graber, Lewinsohn, 

Seeley, & Brooks-Gunn, 1997; Stattin & magnusson, 1990). in girls, the experience of 

childhood sexual and physical abuse is associated with symptoms of CD, delinquency, and 

difficulties in interpersonal and romantic relationships (e.g., Cole & Putnam, 1992; reebye, 

moretti, Wiebe, & Lessard, 2000). Another particular group of interest has been children 

who exhibit high levels callous-unemotional (CU) features (e.g. lack of guilt, absence of 

empathy, callous use of others) since there is some emerging evidence that the presence 

of CU features in youth is associated with a particularly severe and persistent form of 

antisocial behavior (for a review see Frick & White, 2008). Due to the growing body 
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of research documenting different correlates to conduct problems in children with and 

without CU traits (e.g., Frick, Cornell, Barry, Bodin, & Dane, 2003), scholars have proposed 

models suggesting that the processes involved in the development of conduct problems 

may differ for children with and without CU traits (see Frick, 1998; Frick, Bodin, & Barry, 

2000). This work, however, has largely focused on cognitive, emotional and personality 

characteristics, and less attention has been paid to contextual factors such as family and 

peer influences, or the interactions between contextual factors and CU features. 

1.3.2 Family factors

it is widely recognized that several aspects of suboptimal parenting, such as poor 

supervision, lack of parental warmth, and either permissive, or overly harsh discipline 

styles, are associated with the development of disruptive behavior problems in both boys 

and girls (e.g. Bates, Pettit, & Dodge, 1995; Patrick, Snyder, Schrepferman, & Snyder, 

2005). Prospective studies of girls have shown an association between disruptive behavior 

and low parental monitoring (Gorman-Smith & Loeber, 2005; Pettit, Laird, Dodge, Bates, 

& Criss, 2001), high psychological control (Pettit et al., 2001), and low positive parenting 

behaviors (Chronis et al., 2007; Scaramella, Conger, & Simons, 1999). 

From a social-learning perspective, parents are seen as models of (overt and/or 

relational) aggressive behavior towards their children. This perspective suggests that 

children learn and adopt aggressive strategies from parent–child interactions (Bandura, 

1973). in support of this theory, studies have demonstrated that parental coercive 

control (Hart, nelson, robinson, olsen, & mcneilly-Choque, 1998; nelson & Crick, 

2002; Patterson, 1982) and hostile/ineffective parenting (Vaillancourt, miller, Fagbemi, 

Côté, & Tremblay, 2007) are associated with disruptive behavior in children. Attachment 

theory, furthermore, focuses on the role of parental insensitivity and unresponsiveness 

(Ainsworth, Blehar, Waters, & Wall, 1978) and proposes that early family experiences 

are an important basis for the development of later peer relationships (Bowlby, 1969). if 

parents are unsupportive or insensitive to the child’s signals or respond inappropriately, 

they evoke a sense of insecurity in their child. Consequently, the child does not learn how 

to effectively interact and communicate with others. Further research is needed, however, 

to study whether prospective associations exist between particular parental behaviors such 

as low parental warmth and the development of girls’ disruptive behavior and to examine 

whether these associations differ by the context of the neighborhood in which the family 
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resides. Family factors may furthermore clarify the heterogeneity of development in girls.

1.3.3 Peers

Concerning peer risk factors, numerous theories have been proposed for the well-

established association between deviant peer affiliation and antisocial behavior (elliott, 

Huizinga, & Ageton, 1985; Patterson & Dishion, 1985). empirical work supports the notion 

that behavior problems develop as a result of rejection by prosocial peers (e.g., miller-

Johnson, Coie, maumary-Gremaud, & Bierman, 2002) as well as via processes of deviant 

peer modeling and socialization (e.g., Coie et al., 1999; Patterson, Dishion, & Yoerger, 

2000). Among boys, it is well established that involvement with deviant peers is associated 

with conduct problems and delinquency (e.g. elliott, Huizinga & Ageton, 1985; Patterson 

& Dishion, 1985). Although less is known about peer processes pertaining to disruptive 

behavior in girls, such an association also appears to exist for antisocial females (Aseltine, 

1995). relationships with peers may be particularly relevant for girls, as they are typically 

more oriented to interpersonal relations and more sensitive to rejection than boys (e.g., 

Gabriel & Gardner, 1999; maccoby, 1990), and because girls’ relationships with their peers 

are characterized by greater intimacy, loyalty and interpersonal engagement (Buhrmester 

& Furman, 1987; Savin-Williams & Berndt, 1990; see review by rose & rudolph, 2006).

A recent study utilizing the large sample of girls from the Pittsburgh Girls Study 

showed that affiliations with problem-prone peers were apparent among a sizeable 

minority of 7- and 8-year-old girls and this affiliation with deviant peers concurrently 

predicted girls’ disruptive behaviors (miller, Loeber & Hipwell, 2009). it remains unclear, 

however, whether and in what ways affiliation with deviant peers affects the development 

of girls’ disruptive behavior from (middle) childhood into early adolescence. 

1.3.4 neighborhood

Several psychological, sociological and criminological theories have been proposed to 

account for the influence of neighborhood factors on children’s development. Leventhal 

and Brooks-Gunn (2000) reformulated a taxonomy originally formulated by Jencks 

and mayer (1990) and proposed an overview of the potential mechanisms by which 

neighborhoods may influence children and youth. Their three models, in contrast to those 

proposed by Jencks and mayer (1990), are complementary rather than mutually exclusive 

of each other. The models refer to availability, accessibility, and affordability of institutional 
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resources, relationships (parental characteristics and behavior, support networks available 

to the parents, the child’s affiliation with peers), and norms/collective efficacy (the extent 

to which community-level formal and informal institutions exist to supervise and monitor 

the behavior of youth, the presence of physical risk such as community violence). 

A previous study using one wave of data from the longitudinal the Pittsburgh Girls 

Study showed that independent block ratings of neighborhood physical disorder and 

high neighborhood rates of crime (as documented by police records) were associated 

with parents’ reports of 5- to 8-year-old girls’ problem behavior (Hipwell et al., 2002). it 

remains unclear, however, whether, and in what ways, residing in an economically and/

or socially disadvantaged neighborhood affects girls’ disruptive behavior over time (i.e. 

in a longitudinal design), while simultaneously taking into account family influences. To 

date, studies examining explanatory factors of disruptive behavior in girls have mainly 

focused on single domains (e.g. either individual characteristics or family functioning), 

potentially resulting in an oversimplified model of girls’ disruptive behavior. The present 

thesis expands the existent literature by studying multiple domains simultaneously by, for 

instance, examining whether neighborhood effects on girls’ disruptive behavior remain 

after taking into account socio-demographic and family factors. 

1.4 Research aims to this thesis

Although researchers are not in agreement as to whether there are unique processes that 

explain conduct problems in girls compared to boys, there is some consensus that risk and 

protective factors exert their effects in different ways and magnitude for girls and boys (see 

e.g. Harachi et al., 2006; moffitt et al., 2001; Storvoll & Wichstrom, 2002). it is therefore 

necessary to develop a gender-sensitive model of the development of disruptive behavior, 

which takes into account the differential age of onset and phenotypic manifestations 

in girls. The time period preceding adolescence is of particular importance as rates of 

disruptive behavior start to increase in girls. The transition from childhood into adolescence 

also appears to be a time of transformation in parent-child relationships and is marked by 

decreasing parental, and increasing peer, influences. 

Figure 1.1 depicts the model used in this thesis showing the nesting of explanatory 

factors (based on Bronfenbrenner’s 1979 model; as proposed by Loeber, Slot & Stouthamer-

Loeber, 2008). on the left side of the figure the inner circle represents the girls’ individual 

characteristics (e.g. age, race, callous-unemotional features) in early childhood. The next 
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circle represents (proximal) family related factors, such as household composition, welfare 

status, and parental behaviors (e.g. harsh punishment, low parental warmth, positive 

parenting). The outer circle represents the distal factor neighborhood residence (e.g. low 

SeS versus non-disadvantaged neighborhoods, crime rates in the neighborhood). 

The left part of the figure shows that, at a young age, the individual (girl) is 

mostly affected by family factors (Winslow & Shaw, 2007), which in turn are affected by 

neighborhood factors. As shown in the figure by two-sided arrows reciprocal effects exist 

between girls’ individual characteristics and family factors; girls may, for instance, develop 

disruptive behavior as a result of suboptimal parenting behavior. it may, however, also be 

the case that the highly deviant behavior of the girl causes disruptions in the child-rearing 

environment, which in turn, is likely to further increase or escalate the girl’s disruptive 

behavior (Hipwell et al., 2008; Huh, Tristan, Wade, & Stice, 2006; Stattin & kerr, 2000). As 

girls age and move from childhood into adolescence, they become more mobile and also 

more active in selecting settings with their own risk and promotive factors. As a result of 

this, parental influence on children’s behavior decreases while influences of peers increase. 

Also, as children grow older, they become increasingly embedded in social networks in the 

neighborhood and, as a result, the effects of neighborhood on individual youth behavior 

tend to increase (see right part of Figure 1.1). 

19

Figure 1.1 – explanatory model utilized in the present thesis.

neighborhood neighborhood

family

familyindividual
(child)

individual
(child)

peers

school

time



c h a p T e r  1

The present thesis will start examining individual characteristics in the development of girls’ 

disruptive behavior (i.e. the inner circle of the heuristic model) and continue by studying 

more distal factors such as peer influences and neighborhood risk. it is beyond the scope 

of the present thesis however, to also account for factors related to school and the larger 

community / society (e.g. media influences, availability of firearms). it should also be 

noted that although the reviews of the literature in this thesis address gender differences, 

the empirical papers do not address this issue due to the use of an all-female sample. 

The main objectives for this thesis are threefold. The first objective is to examine the 

development of disruptive behavior in girls aged 7 to 12 years old. The second goal is to 

examine individual, family, peer and neighborhood explanatory factors in the development 

of girls’ disruptive behavior. research questions for instance include: Do girls with high 

levels of CU traits exhibit higher levels of disruptive behavior than girls with low levels 

of CU traits? Do parenting behaviors affect the development of relational aggression in 

young girls? Does residing in a disadvantaged neighborhood predict the development 

of girls’ disruptive behavior over and above the effects of family functioning even when 

socio-demographic factors such as race, household composition and welfare status are 

taken into account? To answer these questions we review the existent literature (see 

reviews of the literature in chapters 4 and 5) and conduct empirical studies (see empirical 

papers in chapters 2, 3, and 6). The third objective is to create a gender-sensitive model for 

girls’ disruptive behavior that includes factors related to family functioning, peer affiliation, 

neighborhood residence and individual characteristics. By also examining interaction effects, 

we try to move beyond identifying a list of risk factors for disruptive behavior in girls, and 

instead search for mechanisms that can potentially explain the links between risk factors, 

protective factors and outcomes. This knowledge is sorely needed to guide prevention and 

intervention efforts and to build a theoretical model that is gender-sensitive.
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1.5 overarching methods 

1.5.1 Sample used in the empirical studies

Despite the fairly recent surge in interest in girls’ disruptive behavior, relatively few 

longitudinal studies including large samples of girls exist. The studies in this thesis utilize 

data collected in the Pittsburgh Girls Study (PGS; Principal investigator: Prof. Dr. r. Loeber); 

a population sample of inner-city girls in Pittsburgh, PA, USA with an overrepresentation 

of girls residing in disadvantaged neighborhoods. The PGS focuses on the development 

of disruptive behavior disorders and delinquency and investigates co-occurring problems, 

such as depression, somatic problems, and substance use. it also investigates a wide range 

of risk and protective factors that may influence the course of girls’ problem behaviors over 

time. The PGS has been funded by the national institute of mental Health (nimH), the 

national institute of Drug Abuse (niDA), the office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency 

Prevention (oJJDP) and two local foundations: the Falk Fund and the FiSA Foundation. 

The sample consists of 2,451 girls (initially aged 5-8 years in assessment wave 1) reflecting 

four cohorts: cohort 5 (n = 588), cohort 6 (n = 630), cohort 7 (n = 611), and cohort 8 (n 

= 622). Girls from “disadvantaged” neighborhoods (with >25% of the families living in 

poverty) are overrepresented in the sample, thus forming a ‘high risk inner-city sample’. 

Data are collected annually by interviewing the girl, her primary caretaker, and her teacher. 

The first assessment of the girls, their parent, and teacher was successfully completed 

by the summer of 2001. Currently, the ninth assessment is being completed (girls’ ages 

ranging from 13 to 16 years). The large sample of the PGS with its annual, broad based 

assessments starting in childhood and using multiple informants is unique and has the 

potential to examine the development and explanations of disruptive behavior in girls.

The research papers in this thesis utilize data from the two oldest cohorts (n = 1233) from 

the first five waves of annually collected data (initial assessment; girls’ ages 7 and 8 to Year 

5; girls’ ages 11 and 12). High retention rates have been achieved across this five year 

period, ranging from 93.1% to 97.2%. 

1.5.2 General analytic plan for the empirical studies

The hypotheses in this thesis are tested by using latent growth modeling (Willett & Sayer, 

1994), a technique mainly designed to describe normative developmental patterns of 

behaviors. The latent factors represent the initial level of the behavior under study at Year 

1 (intercept or initial status) and the change in the behavior over Years 1 - 5 (linear and 
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quadratic slope). Variability in the latent factors or growth curve parameters indicates that 

individual trajectories deviate from the average group trajectory. Growth-curve analysis 

avoids the shortcomings associated with other methods of continuity assessment, such 

as test-retest correlations, and allows one to assess the contribution of covariates in the 

prediction of individual differences in growth trajectories over time.

1.5.3 method used to review the literature 

The reviews of the literature are conducted by literature searches in online databases of 

(written in english) psychiatric and psychological books and journals, such as PsychinFo. 

The online search has been expanded by using bibliographies of reviews and reference lists 

from identified articles. 

1.6 thesis outline 

The main objective for this thesis is to shed a light on social-contextual explanatory factors 

of disruptive behavior in girls. 

in chapter 2, we describe the development of girls’ disruptive behavior (i.e. teacher 

reports of symptoms of CD and oDD) in the Pittsburgh Girls Study between ages 7 and 

12 and examine the moderating effect of the individual characteristic callous unemotional 

features (CU) on the relation between contextual risk factors and girls’ disruptive behavior. 

The contextual factors examined include low parental warmth, harsh punishment, affiliation 

with deviant peers and neighborhood quality.

Chapter 3 examines the influence of parental and peer factors in the Pittsburgh Girls 

Study, such as parenting behavior and affiliation with deviant peers, in the development 

of teacher-reported relational aggression in girls between ages 7 and 12 years. The 

analyses control for girls’ conduct problems (i.e. symptoms of CD and oDD) and socio-

demographic factors. This study aims to contribute to the growing body of research on 

relational aggression in girls by studying developmental changes in relational aggression 

and examining interpersonal predictors such as parenting and peer influences over and 

above any shared effects with disruptive behaviors. 

Chapter 4 is a literature review in which we explore how the development of disruptive 

behavior in girls may be explained by family-linked risk and protective processes. We first 

describe the phenotype and development of girls’ disruptive behavior. next we review 

cross-sectional and longitudinal studies on the association between family functioning and 

girls’ disruptive behavior. Based on this review we formulate a gender sensitive model 
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of the influence of social factors on the development of disruptive behavior in girls. This 

chapter aims to provide an understanding of disruptive behavior in girls and its family-

linked risk and protective processes and clarify the heterogeneity of development in girls.

Chapter 5 is a literature review of neighborhood influences on the development 

of girls’ disruptive behavior. We address psychological, sociological and criminological 

theories that have been proposed to account for the influence of neighbourhood factors 

on children’s disruptive behavior. methodological issues that apply to research aimed at 

detecting neighborhood effects are also described. We then address four key questions: is 

residing in a disadvantaged neighborhood associated with problem behavior in girls? Are 

neighborhood effects independent of girls’ age? Are girls in disadvantaged neighborhoods 

exposed to more risk factors than girls in advantaged neighborhoods? And, can mediating 

risk factors explain gender differences in neighborhood effects on children’s and adolescents’ 

conduct problems and delinquent behavior?

in chapter 6 neighborhood effects on girls’ disruptive behavior are studied 

empirically in the Pittsburgh Girls Study. The chapter includes information on neighborhood 

quality derived from several sources, including census data (percentage of households 

living in poverty), parental report on neighborhood quality, systematic observations by 

trained interviewers (physical disorder index) and police reports of crime rates. We first 

examine whether disruptive behavior and family factors (low parental warmth, harsh 

punishment, positive parenting, and parental stress) differ by neighborhood status (low SeS 

neighborhoods versus non-disadvantaged neighborhoods). next, we investigate whether 

neighborhood risk predicts growth of girls’ conduct problems (i.e. symptoms of CD and 

oDD) over and above the effect of family factors, while controlling for socio-demographic 

factors such as race and girls’ age. 

 Finally, chapter 7 presents an overview of the results found in the previous chapters 

and proposes a gender-specific model of factors explanatory of girls’ disruptive behavior. 

We address strengths and limitations of the studies and opportunities for future research. 

moreover, we discuss clinical implications of the findings. 
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ABSTrACT

Background: The presence of callous-unemotional (CU) features may delineate a severe 

and persistent form of conduct problems in children with unique developmental origins. 

Contextual risk factors such as poor parenting, delinquent peers, or neighborhood risk 

are believed to influence the development of conduct problems primarily in children with 

low levels of CU features. However, longitudinal studies examining the moderating effect 

of CU features on the relation between contextual risk factors and the development of 

conduct problems in girls are rare.

methods: Growth curve analysis was conducted using five annual measurements 

of disruptive behavior (oDD and CD symptoms) in a community sample of 1233 girls 

aged 7-8 at study onset. The relation between contextual risk factors in multiple domains 

(i.e., family, peer, community) and trajectories of disruptive behavior across time were 

examined for girls with differing levels of CU features. 

results: Growth curve analysis indicated that CU features were associated with 

chronically high levels of disruptive behavior over time. Low levels of parental warmth 

were also associated with chronically high levels of disruptive behavior primarily for girls 

with elevated CU features. exposure to neighborhood risk was associated with higher 

levels of disruptive behavior for girls in childhood regardless of their level of CU features, 

but this effect dissipated over time. 

Conclusions: Girls with elevated CU features who are exposed to low levels of 

parental warmth may be at particularly high risk for persistent conduct problems and 

should be targeted for intensive intervention in childhood.
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it is commonly recognized that contextual factors are associated with the development 

of disruptive behavior in both boys and girls. Studies have shown that girls who are 

exposed to harsh punishment and low parental warmth are more likely to develop 

conduct problems over time (e.g. Hipwell et al., 2008; kilgore, Snyder, & Lentz, 2000; 

Pettit, Laird, Dodge, Bates, & Criss, 2001). A link between affiliation with deviant peers 

and the development of antisocial behavior has also been established for both boys (e.g. 

elliott, Huizinga & Ageton, 1985; Patterson & Dishion, 1985) and girls (Aseltine, 1995). 

on a more macro level, children growing up in disadvantaged neighborhoods are also at 

increased risk for developing disruptive behavior (e.g. Brooks-Gunn, Duncan, klebanov 

& Sealand, 1993). However, individual difference characteristics with potential genetic 

underpinnings also influence the development of disruptive behavior in youth and may 

moderate the relation between contextual risk and future antisocial behavior (Loeber & 

Pardini, 2008). 

 Children with high callous-unemotional (CU) features, such as a lack of guilt and 

empathy, have been characterized as a subgroup of children whose conduct problems 

are not substantially influenced by contextual risk factors. Longitudinal research suggests 

that CU features are relatively stable from childhood to adolescence (Frick, kimonis, 

Dandreaux, & Farrell, 2003; obradovic, Pardini, Long, & Loeber, 2007) and are associated 

with a particularly severe and persistent form of antisocial behavior (for a review see Frick 

& White, 2008). moreover, CU features may also help delineate a specific subgroup of 

children with disruptive behavior whose antisocial behavior has unique developmental 

origins. Specifically, the development of disruptive behavior in children with high CU 

features are putatively driven primarily by genetic and neurobiological factors, while 

exposure to environmental risk factors are more important for understanding the 

development of disruptive behavior in children without CU features (Pardini & Loeber, 

2007). While this research suggests that it may be clinically useful to include CU features 

as a subtype of conduct disorder in DSm-V, several limitations in the existing literature 

must be addressed (moffitt et al., 2008). First, current research on CU features has been 

conducted predominantly with boys in early and late adolescence, making it unclear 

whether and to what extent these features prospectively predict aspects of disruptive 

behavior in young girls. Second, studies examining whether environmental risk factors 

associated with disruptive behavior differ for youth with differing levels of CU features 

have been based largely on cross-sectional data with predominantly male samples. 
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Despite the aforementioned limitations, an emerging body of evidence suggests 

that CU features may be important for understanding the development of girls’ problem 

behaviors (Dadds, Fraser, Frost & Hawes, 2005; Frick, Cornell, Barry, Bodin, & Dane, 2003; 

Hipwell et al., 2007; marsee, Silverthorn & Frick, 2005). For example, Frick and colleagues 

(2003) found that CU behaviors in the absence of conduct problems predicted delinquency 

one year later in a small sample of nine girls. Dadds and colleagues (2005) also found that 

parent-reported CU features were predictive of changes in girls’ (age 4 to 9) disruptive 

behavior over a 1-year period. However, these studies have not examined whether CU 

features predict within-individual changes in disruptive behavior among girls across several 

years spanning childhood through early adolescence; a developmental period when girls’ 

conduct problems tend to escalate (e.g. maughan, rowe, messer, Goodman, & meltzer, 

2004).

not only have CU features been characterized as predicting escalating conduct 

problems, the processes involved in the development of conduct problems may differ 

for children with and without significant CU features (see Frick, 1998; Frick, Bodin, & 

Barry, 2000). many of these studies have focused on the relation between parenting 

practices and conduct problems in youth. For example, cross-sectional research indicates 

that conduct problems are not as strongly related to dysfunctional parenting practices 

in youth with high CU features (Hipwell et al., 2007; oxford, Cavell, & Hughes, 2003; 

Vitacco, neumann, ramos & roberts, 2003; Wootton, Frick, Shelton, & Silverthorn, 

1997). Studies have also shown that children with significant CU features may not be as 

responsive to punishment-oriented discipline techniques (Hawes & Dadds, 2005; Pardini, 

2006). However, at least one longitudinal study of high risk boys and girls found that 

dysfunctional parenting practices were related to future conduct problems irrespective of 

the presence of significant CU features (Pardini, Lochman, & Powell, 2007). 

in addition to parenting practices, there has been increasing interest in whether the 

relation between conduct problems and other contextual risk factors differs for children 

with varying levels of CU features. Along these lines, longitudinal evidence suggests that 

youth with conduct problems and high levels of CU show the highest affiliation with 

deviant peers across a 4-year period in adolescence (kimonis, Frick, & Barry, 2004). in 

addition, cross-sectional evidence suggests that neighborhood risk and delinquency is 

more pronounced for girls with high versus low CU features (meier, Slutske, Arndt & 

Cadoret, 2008). Taken together, these findings suggest that peer and community risk 
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factors may be more important for understanding the development of conduct problems 

in children with high CU features. 

Current Study

There remains a dearth of studies examining the association between CU features 

and within-individual changes in disruptive behavior from childhood to early adolescence 

in girls. in addition, longitudinal studies examining the moderating effects of CU features 

on the relation between contextual risk factors and within-individual changes in conduct 

problems are scarce and have suffered from methodological problems, such as the reliance 

on a single informant and use of predominantly male samples. To address these limitations, 

this study examines the moderating effect of CU features on the association between 

contextual risk factors and developmental trajectories of disruptive behavior in a large 

community sample of girls followed annually from age 7 to 12. To eliminate the influence 

of shared method variance, CU features were measured using parent-reports while 

trajectories of disruptive behavior were assessed using teacher-reports. 

meTHoD

Participants

Participants are part of a longitudinal study of the development of conduct problems 

in girls (PGS; Pittsburgh Girls Study). The PGS consists of four age-based who were ages 

5 (n = 588), 6 (n = 630), 7 (n = 611) and 8 (n = 622) when the study began. Participants 

were identified by a stratified, random sampling of households in Pittsburgh neighborhoods 

where households in low-income neighborhoods were over-sampled. neighborhoods were 

deemed low-income if at least 25% of the families were living at or below the poverty level 

using 1990 Census data. in low-income neighborhoods all households were contacted to 

determine eligibility for the study, while half of the households in other neighborhoods 

were randomly sampled. of those girls initially identified as meeting the age criterion, 

2,876 were asked to take part in the longitudinal study. From this pool, a total of 2,451 

(85.2%) girls agreed to participate (for further details, see Hipwell et al., 2002).

The current study sample comprises the two oldest PGS cohorts (n = 1233 girls) who 

were age 7-8 at the first assessment wave, because complete parenting measures were 

available for all participants. The current analyses used the first fives waves of annually 

collected data (retention rates ranged from 97.2% in Year 2 to 93.1% in Year 5). The racial 

distribution was 52.2% African American, 42% Caucasian and 5.5% multiracial. in Year 1, 
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36.5% of families received public assistance (i.e. WiC, food stamps, welfare) and 41.7% 

of girls lived in a single parent household. 

Procedures

Approval for all study procedures was obtained from the University of Pittsburgh 

institutional review Board. Written informed consent from the caregiver and verbal assent 

from the child were obtained prior to data collection. Annual interviews were conducted 

separately with the parent and the child in the home by trained interviewers. Teacher data 

were obtained using self-administered questionnaires. 

Measures

 Demographic Characteristics. Parent reports of race (european American =0, 

minority = 1), family structure (dual parent = 0, single parent = 1) and family poverty 

(no public assistance = 0, receiving assistance =1) were collected via a demographic 

questionnaire (Loeber, Farrington, Stouthamer-Loeber, & Van kammen, 1998). 

Disruptive Behavior. Teacher-reports of oDD/CD behaviors were collected using 

the Child Symptom inventory (CSi-4, Gadow & Sprafkin, 1994). Teachers rated six of the 

15 DSm-iV symptoms of CD (American Psychiatric Association, 1994) on 4-point scales 

(‘never’ = 0 to ‘very often’ = 3). The other nine CD symptoms were not included because 

teachers were not expected to have reliable knowledge about these behaviors (e.g. “often 

stays out at night”). Teachers also rated all eight DSm-iV symptoms of oDD. The ratings 

of the oDD and CD items were summed to create a total disruptive behavior score. Based 

on the results of prior factor analysis (Loeber, Pardini, Hipwell, Stouthamer-Loeber & 

Sembower, 2009), and high inter-correlations (rs from .76 to .80) in each wave of the 

current study, oDD and CD symptoms were combined. Adequate concurrent validity, 

sensitivity and specificity have been reported for the CSi-4 (Gadow & Sprafkin, 1994).

Callous-Unemotional Features. CU features were assessed using parent report on 

the 6-item CU scale of the Antisocial Processes Screening Device (Frick et al., 2000; Frick 

& Hare, 2001). The CU subscale consists of the following items: (1) ‘is concerned about 

the feelings of others’ (reverse-scored); (2) ‘Feels bad or guilty when she does something 

wrong’ (reverse-scored); (3) ‘is concerned about doing well in school’ (reverse-scored); (4) 

‘Does not show feelings or emotions’; (5) ‘is good at keeping promises’ (reverse-scored), 

and (6) ‘keeps the same friends’ (reverse-scored). items are rated on 3-point scales (0 
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= “definitely true” to 2 = “not at all true”). The CU subscale has shown evidence of 

construct validity in previous studies (Frick et al., 2003; Frick, Stickle, Dandreaux, Farrell, & 

kimonis, 2005) including the current sample (Hipwell et al., 2007).

Harsh punishment. Parental harsh punishment was assessed using 6 items from the 

parent-reported Conflict Tactics Scale – Parent/Child version (CTS-PC; Straus, Hambey, 

Boney-mcCoy, & Sugarman, 1996; Straus, Hamby, Finkelhor, moore, & runyan, 1998). 

Because some girls lived with a single caregiver, only questions relating to the primary 

caregiver were used. Parents were asked to rate how often they used verbal (e.g., shouting 

and screaming) and physical forms of aggression (e.g., spanking) when disciplining their 

child in the past year. items were rated on a 3-point scale (i.e., “never” =1 to “often” = 

3). 

Low parental warmth. Parent-reports on a 6 item subscale from the Parent Child 

relationship Scale (PCrS; Loeber et al., 1998) was used to assess low levels of parental 

warmth. Specifically, parents were asked to rate how often they perceived their relationship 

with their child as conflicted and lacking closeness over the past year. each item was rated 

on a 3-point-scale (i.e., “almost never” = 1 to “often” = 3). 

Peer Delinquency. The self-reported Peer Delinquency Scale (PDS) was developed 

to assess the deviant peer group affiliation in youth (Loeber et al., 1998). Girls were asked 

to rate how many of their friends engaged in ten deviant behaviors (e.g., shoplifting, 

skipping school, selling drugs) in the last six months. The number of behaviors in which 

there was some level of peer involvement was summed to create a total peer delinquency 

score.

Neighborhood risk. A 17-item neighborhood Scale was used to assess parent 

perceptions of risky neighborhood features, particularly those associated with different 

forms of neighborhood crime such as assaults, drug dealing and vandalism (Loeber et al., 

1998). For each item, parents rated the severity of the problem in the neighborhood using 

a 3-point scale (1 = ‘not a problem” to 3 = “a big problem”). items were summed so that 

higher scores indicated increased levels of neighborhood risk.

Data analysis plan

Growth curve models were specified using maximum likelihood estimation with 

standard errors and a chi-square statistic that are robust to non-normality (mLr) within 

mplus 4.21 (muthén & muthén, 1998-2004). overall model fit was assessed using the 
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comparative fit index (CFi), the Tucker-Lewis index (TLi), and the root mean square error 

of estimation (rmSeA). For the CFi and TLi, conventional cutoff values .90 or greater 

indicate acceptable fit, and .95 or greater indicate good fit. rmSeA values between .05 and 

.08 represent an acceptable fit, while values less than .05 indicate a good fit (mcDonald 

& Ho, 2002). 

An unconditional growth model for girls’ disruptive behavior was estimated using 

an intercept (centered at Year 1) and both a linear slope and quadratic slope using Year 

1-5 data. The moderating effect of CU features on the relation between contextual risk 

factors and disruptive behavior growth curve parameters were tested using commonly 

recommended procedures (Aiken & West, 1991). in the first step, all latent growth 

curve parameters were regressed onto the independent variables of CU features, harsh 

punishment, low parental warmth, peer delinquency and neighborhood risk. This model 

also included the demographic control variables of age, race, household composition, and 

welfare status. in the second step of the model, interaction terms representing the product 

of CU features and each of the family, peer, and community level contextual variables 

were added as additional predictors. Significant interactions were probed by examining the 

relation between the contextual factor and growth curve parameter of interest at low (-1 

SD) and high (+1 SD) levels of CU features. Finally, model parameters were re-examined 
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table 1 – Descriptive Statistics and Correlations for Year 1 Study Variables

Year 1 variables

1. Disruptive Behavior (T)

2. Callous-Unemotional (P)

3. Harsh Punishment (P)

4. Low parental warmth (P)

5. neighborhood risk (P)

6. Peer delinquency (C)

Mean

4.42

2.97

9.48

9.11

21.94

5.21

SD

6.17

2.00

1.97

2.09

6.76

4.31

a

.94

.58

.72

.69

.94

.87

1 2

.29**

3

.12**

.18**

4

.19**

.27**

.37**

5

.12**

.17**

.23**

.10**

6

.10**

.14**

.14**

.09**

.11**

note: t = teacher; p = parent; C = Child; ** p < .01.
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with the intercept re-centered to represent the estimated level of disruptive behavior at 

the last assessment (Year 5) to examine whether the predictor was associated with higher 

levels of disruptive behavior across the entire trajectory of the latent growth curve. 

reSULTS

Descriptive statistics and correlations 

Table 1 shows the means, standard deviations, observed ranges, alphas and correlations for 

the study variables in Year 1. CU was moderately correlated with girls’ disruptive behavior. 

The parenting variables harsh punishment and low parental warmth are also moderately 

correlated (r = .37, p < .01). All contextual risk factors were significantly associated with 

higher levels of disruptive behavior in Year 1.

Unconditional growth model

A three-factor latent growth curve model with both a linear and quadratic slope 

produced a good fit to the data (x² = 4.42, p = .62, CFi = 1.00, TLi = 1.00, rmSeA = .00) 

and represented an improved fit over a linear model (dx² (4, n = 1233) = 17.06, p < .01). 

Growth curve parameter means (i.e., intercept = 4.69, linear slope = -.65, quadratic slope 

= .15) and variances (i.e., intercept = 29.16, linear slope = 5.42, quadratic slope = .23) 

were significantly different from zero at p < .05. mean growth curve parameters indicated 

that there was an overall tendency for oDD/CD behavior to decrease across the initial 

assessments that slowed over time and then began to increase during the last assessments. 

However, variance estimates indicated that there was significant individual variability in 

the pattern of disruptive behavior change over time. 

Conditional growth models 

results for the regression analyses predicting the disruptive behavior growth 

parameters are presented in Table 2. While controlling for ethnicity, welfare status, household 

composition and girls’ age, two main effects were found for the intercept. Higher levels of 

CU features were significantly associated with higher initial levels of disruptive behavior, 

but were unrelated to the linear or quadratic slope parameters. A visual depiction of this 

effect was created by plotting growth curves for participants exhibiting high and low levels 

of CU features (see Figure 1). Thus, girls with higher initial levels of CU features exhibited 

chronically elevated levels of disruptive behavior across the 5-year period compared to 

those with low CU features. Follow-up analysis re-centering the intercept to represent 

levels of disruptive behavior at Year 5 confirmed that CU features were still associated 
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with higher levels of disruptive behavior at the last assessment point (B = .30, Se = .09, p 

< .01). 

 A more complex pattern of findings was observed for the main effect of 

neighborhood risk and low parental warmth predicting disruptive behavior trajectories. 

Specifically, increased neighborhood risk was significantly associated with higher disruptive 

behavior linear slope values, but negatively related to the quadratic disruptive behavior 

slope values. in contrast, low parental warmth was associated with high initial levels of 

disruptive behavior, as well as lower linear slope vales and higher quadratic slope values 

of disruptive behavior over time. Plots of these relationships with the disruptive behavior 

growth trajectories are presented in Figure 2. Findings indicated that neighborhood risk 

was unrelated to disruptive behavior at the initial and final assessment points. However, 
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b

.01

-.04

.05

-.01

-.01

-.01

.02

.00

-.01

table 2 – Callous-Unemotional Features and Contextual risk Factors Predicting 

Disruptive Behavior Growth Trajectories 

predictors

Step 1: Main Effects

Callous-unemotional (CU)

Harsh punishment

Low warmth

Peer delinquency 

neighborhood risk

Step 2: Interactions

CU*harsh punishment

CU*low warmth

CU*peer delinquency

CU*neighborhood risk

note. unstandardized regression parameters are reported. effects are after controlling for age, race, 

household composition, and welfare status. * p < .05; ** p < .01; *** p < .001

Disruptive behavior (Year 1–5)

b

.56

-.11

.51

.01

-.03

-.02

.14

-.03

.01

Se

.10

.10

.10

.04

.03

.05

.05

.02

.02

Se

.09

.08

.08

.03

.02

.04

.05

.02

.01

Se

.02

.02

.02

.01

.01

.01

.01

.00

.00

*

*

intercept Linear slope Quadratic slope

***

***

**

b

-.12

.15

-.22

.03

.06

.00

-.10

.02

.01

**

*

*
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the pattern of change in the intervening period varied based on the level of neighborhood 

risk. Specifically, girls in high risk neighborhoods experienced relatively little change in 

disruptive behavior across time. in contrast, girls in low risk neighborhoods experienced 

an initial decrease in disruptive behavior, but their level of disruptive behavior increased 

during the final assessment years. Figure 2 also shows that girls who were exposed to low 

parental warmth had higher initial levels of disruptive behavior that decreased at a faster 

rate over the short-term in comparison to girls exposed to high levels of parental warmth. 

However, toward the latter years girls exposed to low parental warmth experienced an 

escalation in disruptive behavior relative to girls in families with high parental warmth. 

re-centering of the intercept to represent Year 5 levels of disruptive behavior confirmed 

that girls exposed to lower parental warmth continued to show higher levels of disruptive 

behavior at the last assessment (B = .48, Se = .09, p < .001).
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Figure 1 – main effect of callous-unemotional features predicting the intercept 

component of disruptive behavior trajectories. Girls with high CU features exhibited 

significantly higher levels of disruptive behavior than girls with low CU features at Year 

1-5, all ps < .05.
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Interactions between CU and Contextual Factors

The interactions between CU features and each of the contextual risk factors were 

then added as predictors of the disruptive behavior growth curve components (see Table 

2). The CU by low warmth interaction exhibited a significant positive association with the 

intercept and a significant negative relation with the linear slope of the disruptive behavior 

trajectories. no other interaction terms were statistically significant. The association between 

parental warmth and disruptive behavior trajectories was probed at low (1 SD below the 

mean) and high (1 SD above the mean) levels of CU features. Plots and significance tests 

were based on models in which all non-significant interaction terms were removed. As 

seen in Figure 3, results indicated that the association between low parental warmth and 

higher initial levels of disruptive behavior was stronger for girls with high (B = .68, Se = 

.13, p < .001) versus low (B = .28, Se = .10, p < .01) CU features. However, lower parental 
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Figure 2 – main effect of neighborhood risk (left) and low parental warmth (right) 

predicting the linear and quadratic components of disruptive behavior trajectories.
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warmth was associated with a greater linear reduction in disruptive behavior over time 

for girls with high CU features (B = -.27, B = .09, p < .01), but this effect did not reach 

statistical significance for girls with low CU features (B = -15, Se = .09, p = .07). Analysis 

re-centering the intercept to represent Year 5 levels of disruptive behavior revealed that 

the interaction between CU features and low parental warmth in predicting disruptive 

behavior was no longer significant at the last assessment (B = .04, Se = .04, p = .92). in 

sum, the association between low parental warmth and disruptive behavior no longer 

differed between girls with high and low CU features by the Year 5 assessment (see Figure 

3). 
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Figure 3 – Differential associations between parental warmth and the intercept and 

linear slope components of disruptive behavior trajectories for girls with high (left) and 

low (right) levels of callous-unemotional features. 
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DiSCUSSion

The current study examined the potential moderating effect of CU features on the relation 

between several contextual risk factors and developmental trajectories of disruptive 

behavior across a five year period in a large community sample of 7- to 12-year-old girls. 

Findings indicated that girls’ disruptive behavior decreases in late childhood, but these 

behaviors then begin to escalate as girls enter early adolescence. Consistent with previous 

findings (Frick et al., 2003; Dadds et al., 2005), CU features were associated with chronically 

high levels of disruptive behavior from childhood to early adolescence in girls. While low 

levels of parental warmth were more strongly associated with disruptive behavior in girls 

with high versus low levels of CU features in childhood, by early adolescence low parental 

warmth predicted increased disruptive behavior regardless of CU level. There was no 

evidence that the relation between peer and community risk factors and later disruptive 

behavior varied according to girls’ CU features. 

Girls exposed to risky neighborhoods exhibited higher levels of disruptive behavior 

regardless of their level of CU features as they progressed through late childhood, but 

this effect dissipated into early adolescence. Close evaluation of this effect revealed that 

girls in risky neighborhoods do to not seem to experience an escalation in their conduct 

problems during childhood. instead, they are more likely to exhibit stable levels of disruptive 

behavior in late childhood, while girls in low risk neighborhoods experience a decrease in 

disruptive behavior during the same developmental period. This effect underscores the 

benefit of using an within-individual modeling approach, as the findings elucidate that the 

positive association between neighborhood risk and disruptive behavior does not mean 

that girls show an escalation in their conduct problems over time, just slower decreases. 

These findings are consistent with the notion that direct neighborhood effects on children’s 

conduct problems are relatively small (Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000) and are likely to be 

exerted through more proximal factors such as parenting behavior. Parents who view their 

neighborhood as highly disadvantaged have been shown to monitor their daughters more 

closely and impose stricter rules to protect them from neighborhood risks, particularly in 

late childhood and early adolescence (Simons et al., 2002). This may effectively reduce the 

negative impact of neighborhood risk on problem behavior over time. 

Contrary to expectations, harsh punishment and peer delinquency were not 

associated with girls’ disruptive behavior after controlling for other covariates. Longitudinal 

evidence suggests that the relation between physical punishment and increases in teacher-
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reported conduct problems is most pronounced during the early elementary school years 

in boys, but this detrimental effect dissipates quickly (Pardini, Fite, & Burke, 2008). it is 

possible that the girls in the current study may have passed the developmental period in 

which harsh parenting practices most often result in poor behavioral functioning. in terms 

of peer delinquency, longitudinal evidence suggests that prospective associations between 

deviant peer group affiliation and both parent- and teacher-reported conduct problems in 

young girls is negligible after controlling for factors such as dysfunctional parenting and 

prior behavior (miller, Loeber & Hipwell, 2009). Parental influences are likely to be more 

influential in the development of girls’ conduct problems in childhood, while the influence 

of peers increases over time as young girls enter into adolescence. Developmental studies 

following girls into middle adolescence would help to elucidate whether the relative 

influence of peers and parents shifts over time. 

The only interaction effect observed indicated that the association between low 

parental warmth and trajectories of disruptive behavior was more pronounced in girls 

displaying high versus low CU features. While some cross-sectional studies have reported 

that contextual risk factors may be less strongly related to conduct problems for girls 

and boys high on CU features (Hipwell et al., 2007; oxford et al., 2003; Vitacco et al., 

2003; Wootton et al., 1997), this has not been consistently reported for girls (meier et 

al., 2008). The current results are also consistent with a growing body of longitudinal 

evidence indicating that parenting practices are associated with reductions in CU features 

over time (Frick et al., 2003), and parental warmth in particular may protect children with 

low fearfulness from developing CU features (Pardini et al., 2007). it may be that girls 

who are high on CU features are particularly in need of a warm and close relationship with 

their primary caregiver in order to develop an internalized sense of morality and adopt 

prosocial behaviors. Consequently, a parent-child relationship that is cold and unloving 

may be particularly detrimental to the behavioral functioning of girls with high levels 

of CU features. The synergistic negative effects of a mismatch between parenting style 

and child disposition seemed to dissipate over time in the current study, as low levels of 

parental warmth were predictive of high levels of disruptive behavior in early adolescence 

regardless of their level of CU features. 

Limitations and Conclusions

 it is important to interpret the findings in light of several study limitations. First, 

developmental changes in disruptive behavior were only examined from late childhood to 
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early adolescence. While there was no evidence that CU features influenced substantive 

changes in disruptive behavior during this period, it is possible that CU features may be 

predictive of changes in disruptive behavior in early childhood and/or later adolescence. in 

addition, the generalizability of the findings is limited by the use of an all-female sample 

within inner-city Pittsburgh. Also, CU features were measured exclusively using parent 

report. While this eliminated the influence of shared informant effects on disruptive 

behavior over time, some evidence suggests that teacher reports of CU features may be 

more reliable in children (Frick & Hare, 2001). Lastly, while longitudinal studies can examine 

the temporal ordering of relations necessary for causal inference, this methodology is 

not sufficient for making firm causal interpretations as the observed relations may be 

better accounted for by some unobserved “third” variable. For example, genetic and 

neurocognitive factors have been implicated in the development of antisocial behavior 

in children with CU features (Loeber & Pardini, 2008). Despite these limitations, this is 

the largest investigation examining the potential moderating effect of CU features on 

the association between contextual risk factors and within-individual change of disruptive 

behavior in girls. While many investigators contend that the link between contextual risk 

factors and disruptive behavior is stronger in children without significant CU features, 

empirical evidence following children longitudinally suggests that this may not be the 

case. 
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 ABSTrACT

Little is known about the development of relational aggression in girls across childhood 

and interpersonal factors associated with change. The current study examined the 

development of teacher-reported relational aggression in a community sample of 1233 girls 

across 5 years (ages 7 to 12 years). The concurrent and predictive effects of parental harsh 

punishment, low parental warmth, and peer delinquency assessed at Time 1 on change 

in relational aggression were examined while controlling for conduct problems and socio-

demographic factors. Growth models showed a linear decrease in relational aggression 

over time, but stability in individual rank order across 5 years. Harsh punishment, but not 

low parental warmth, predicted higher levels of relational aggression across the entire 

age period. Affiliation with deviant peers at Time 1 predicted higher levels of subsequent 

relational aggression at Time 5, controlling for conduct problems and socio-demographic 

factors at Time 1. results show that interpersonal factors play an important role in the 

development of relational aggression in young girls and may thus be targeted by prevention 

and intervention efforts. 
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The study of relational aggression in middle childhood has burgeoned in recent years 

(e.g., Crick, 1996; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; French, Jansen, & Pidada, 2002; Galen & 

Underwood, 1997; rys & Bear, 1997; Zalecki & Hinshaw, 2004). relational aggression (or 

social aggression) is typically defined as the intention to harm relationships by, for example, 

threatening to withdraw acceptance or friendship, ostracizing, or using social exclusion or 

rumour-spreading. This form of aggression is thought to be an alternative strategy to 

direct (verbal or physical) aggression, enacted when the costs of direct aggression are 

high (Archer & Coyne, 2005). relational aggression is relatively common among children 

and adolescents (keenan, Coyne, & Lahey, 2008). Although there is substantial overlap 

between physical and relational aggression (correlations generally range from .50 to .75; 

e.g., Crick, 1996; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995), factor analyses have provided evidence that 

relational aggression is statistically distinct from both physical aggression (e.g., Crick, 1996; 

Crick & Grotpeter, 1995) and other (more overt) disruptive behaviors (Loeber, Pardini, 

Stouthamer-Loeber, Hipwell, & Sembower, in press; keenan et al., 2008). keenan and 

colleagues, for instance, reported a moderate overlap between relational aggression and 

Conduct Disorder (CD) and oppositional-defiant Disorder (oDD) in 9- to 17-year-olds. 

This overlap was not symmetrical, however; although the majority of youth with CD and 

oDD also engaged in high levels of relational aggression, the majority of youth engaging 

in relational aggression did not also meet symptom criteria for CD and oDD. relational 

aggression furthermore explained unique variance in impairment when controlling for CD 

and oDD (keenan et al., 2008). The current study aims to contribute to the growing 

body of research on relational aggression in girls by studying developmental changes in 

relational aggression and examining interpersonal predictors such as parenting and peer 

influences over and above any shared effects with disruptive behaviors. 

 Although studies have investigated developmental changes in relational aggression 

across the childhood period, findings are inconclusive. it has been suggested that there is 

a developmental trend for relational aggression to increase across childhood (Archer & 

Coyne, 2005). For instance, murray-Close, ostrov, and Crick (2007) found an increase in 

mean levels of relational aggression in female fourth graders over a 1-year-period. Another 

study showed moderate 3-year stability of relational aggression (r = .42 for girls) from third 

to sixth grade (Zimmer-Gembeck, Geiger, & Crick, 2005). in a nationally representative 

sample of 1,401 Canadian children aged 4 to 10, the national Longitudinal Survey of 

Children and Youth (nLSCY), an examination of mean changes over time revealed that 
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although relational aggression did increase from age 4 to 6; no changes were evident 

between ages 6 and 10. Furthermore, based on mothers’ ratings of relational aggression 

two distinct trajectories were identified: an ‘increasing trajectory’ comprising of 35% of 

the sample, and a ‘stable low trajectory’ comprising of 65% of the sample (Vaillancourt, 

miller, Fagbemi, Côté, & Tremblay, 2007).

The aforementioned studies provide evidence for both stability and change in 

(mean) levels of relational aggression in mid- to late childhood. These studies, however, 

used different methodologies, as the nLSCY study focused on mothers’ ratings of relational 

aggression and the other studies on peer nomination or peer ratings. it has been suggested 

that occurrences of relational aggression may be more apparent or visible to peers than to 

other informants (Archer & Coyne, 2005; Crick et al., 1999; Leff, kupersmidt, Patterson, 

& Power, 1999). Teachers, however, are known to be reliable reporters for many child 

behaviors (e.g., Achenbach, 1991; Ladd & Profilet, 1996) as they are capable of drawing 

finer, qualitative distinctions between children’s behaviors (see Coie & Dodge, 1988; Ladd 

& Profilet, 1996) compared with (young) peers. Since the majority of relational aggression 

research during middle childhood and adolescence has employed peer nomination 

techniques, we aimed to extend those findings by using teachers as informants of relational 

aggression in middle childhood. Teacher ratings of relational aggression have been proven 

effective in samples of preschoolers (mcneilly-Choque, Hart, robinson, nelson, & olsen, 

1996) and school age children (Crick, 1996; miller, Vaillancourt & Boyle, 2009). We also 

add to the existing literature by examining changes in relational aggression across mid to 

late childhood by using 5 annual, consecutive assessments. 

Although it has been widely recognized that interpersonal factors (e.g., parental 

and peer characteristics) are associated with the development of conduct problems in 

girls (e.g., Aseltine, 1995; Hipwell et al., 2008; kilgore, Snyder, & Lentz, 2000; Pettit, 

Laird, Dodge, Bates, & Criss, 2001), interpersonal risk factors for relational aggression 

have received less attention (Underwood, 2003). This lack of knowledge is problematic 

because understanding the antecedents of relational aggression is critical for understanding 

its developmental progression, which in turn, is essential for early identification and 

prevention. From a social-learning perspective, parents are seen as models of (overt and/

or relational) aggressive behavior towards their children (Crick et al., 1999). This theory 

suggests that children learn and adopt aggressive strategies from parent–child interactions 

(Bandura, 1973). in support of this theory, study findings have demonstrated that parental 
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coercive control (Hart, nelson, robinson, olsen, & mcneilly-Choque, 1998; nelson & 

Crick, 2002) and hostile/ineffective parenting (Vaillancourt et al., 2007) are associated with 

relational aggression in children. other viewpoints exist on how parents may influence the 

use of aggressive strategies in their children; recently, researchers have begun to study 

parent–child interactions concerning familial antecedents of relational aggression based on 

attachment theory (michiels, Grietens, onghena & kuppens, 2008). Attachment theory 

focuses on the role of parental insensitivity and unresponsiveness (Ainsworth, Blehar, 

Waters, & Wall, 1978) and proposes that early family experiences are an important basis 

for the development of later peer relationships (Bowlby, 1969). if parents are unsupportive 

or insensitive to the child’s signals or respond inappropriately, they evoke a sense of 

insecurity in their child. Consequently, the child does not learn how to effectively interact 

and communicate with others. These children may use manipulative strategies in their 

home as a means for achieving their goal, namely getting attention from their parents. 

But when they move into a different social environment, such as their peer group, these 

manipulative coping strategies may prove maladaptive (moretti, DaSilva, & Holland, 2004). 

in fact, relational aggression is associated with children’s insecure attachment relationship 

(Casas et al., 2006) and negative maternal affect (Brown, Arnold, Dobbs, & Doctoroff, 

2007) in cross-sectional studies. Further research however is needed to examine whether 

prospective associations exist between particular parental behaviors such as low parental 

warmth and harsh punishment and the development of relational aggression during mid 

to late childhood. 

Concerning peer risk factors, numerous theories have been proposed for the well-

established association between deviant peer affiliation and antisocial behavior (elliott, 

Huizinga, & Ageton, 1985; Patterson & Dishion, 1985). empirical work supports the 

notion that behavior problems develop as a result of rejection by prosocial peers (e.g., 

miller-Johnson, Coie, maumary-Gremaud, & Bierman, 2002) as well as via processes of 

deviant peer modeling and socialization (e.g., Coie et al., 1999; Patterson, Dishion, & 

Yoerger, 2000). relationships with peers may be particularly relevant for girls, as they are 

typically more oriented to interpersonal relations and more sensitive to rejection than boys 

(e.g., Gabriel & Gardner, 1999; maccoby, 1990), and because girls’ relationships with 

their peers are characterized by greater intimacy, loyalty and interpersonal engagement 

(Buhrmester & Furman, 1987; Savin-Williams & Berndt, 1990; see review by rose & 

rudolph, 2006). Cross-sectional and longitudinal studies have shown that relationally 
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aggressive children and adolescents have maladaptive peer relationships; they are disliked 

by their peers (Crick et al., 1999; Werner & Crick, 2004) and are more often rejected by 

their peers (Crick, 1996; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995). However, we are aware of only one 

study that has examined longitudinal associations between peer relationship experiences 

and relational aggression (Werner & Crick, 2004). Higher initial levels of peer rejection in 

2nd through 4th grade predicted higher levels of girls’ relational aggression one year later. 

in addition, friends’ relational aggression at initial assessment predicted girls’ relational 

aggression in the following year. This study used peer nomination techniques for both 

relationship experiences and relational aggression, which may have caused shared method 

variance. Understanding the role of deviant peer affiliation is important because it may 

explain why some girls become relationally aggressive (through processes of deviant peer 

modeling and socialization) and others do not. 

in summary, prior research examining interpersonal (i.e., parental or peer) risk 

factors for relational aggression, has been relatively scarce and has had a number of 

methodological limitations such as cross-sectional designs or short-term follow-up, and 

use of single informants. Studies have also been hampered by not controlling for more 

overt forms of disruptive behavior. As a result, we cannot ascertain whether factors 

examined predicted relational aggression over and above conduct problems. The current 

study examined the influence of parental and peer factors in the development of teacher-

reported relational aggression in girls between ages 7 and 12 years. Analyses controlled for 

girls’ conduct problems (i.e. symptoms of CD and oDD) and socio-demographic factors 

such as race, girls’ age and household poverty as these factors have been shown to predict 

overt and covert problem behaviors. We anticipated that low parental warmth, harsh 

punishment and affiliation with deviant peers would predict relational aggression both 

concurrently and prospectively. 
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meTHoD

Sample

The sample consisted of 1,233 girls drawn from the ongoing Pittsburgh Girls Study 

(PGS, full sample n=2,451). The PGS is a study examining the development of conduct 

disorder, depression and substance use in a population sample of girls. The PGS sample 

over-represents girls from disadvantaged neighborhoods, which were defined as having 

>25% of families living in poverty by 1990 US Census data (for details of recruitment and 

sampling procedures see Hipwell et al., 2002). in order to examine the development of 

relational aggression across mid- to late-childhood, the current analyses focused on data 

from 5 annual assessment waves of the two oldest PGS age cohorts: girls who were 7 

and 8 at the start of the study in 2000 (i.e. cohort 7 ranged in age from 7 to 11; cohort 

8 ranged in age from 8 to 12). High annual retention rates were achieved across this 5 

year period, ranging from 97.2% at Time 2 to 93.1% at Time 5. over half of the girls in 

the PGS were reported by their caregiver as African American (52.5%), 42% as european 

American and about 5.5% as multiracial or representing another race. over one third of 

families in the sample (36.5%) received public assistance (i.e. WiC, food stamps, welfare) 

and 41.7% of girls lived in a single parent household.

Procedure

Approval for all study procedures was obtained from the University of Pittsburgh 

institutional review Board. Written informed consent from the caregiver and verbal assent 

from the child were obtained prior to data collection. Annual interviews were conducted 

separately with the parent and the child in the home by trained interviewers. The teacher 

data collection, obtained by questionnaire booklets, started in november so all teachers 

had known the girl for at least 2 months. All participants were reimbursed for their 

participation. 

Measures

Relational aggression was assessed yearly by teacher reports on 7 items of the 

Children’s Peer relationship Scale (CPrS; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995). items were scored 

using a 5-point answer format, ranging from never (1) to almost always (5), and included 

items such as: ‘When some kids are mad at someone, they get back at the person by 

not letting the person in their group anymore. How often does X?’. Adequate construct 

validity and internal consistency have been reported for the relational aggression subscale 

of the CPrS with peer nominations (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995). The internal consistency of 
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the construct in the current study was high (Cronbach’s a ranged from .95 to .96).

Conduct problems were assessed using teacher-report on the Child Symptom 

inventory (CSi-4, Gadow & Sprafkin, 1994), which includes DSm-iV symptoms of CD 

and oDD (American Psychiatric Association, 1994) scored on 4-point scales: never (0), 

sometimes (1), a lot (2), all the time (3). Adequate concurrent validity, and sensitivity 

and specificity of symptom scores to clinicians’ diagnoses have been reported for the CSi 

(Gadow & Sprafkin, 1994). To evaluate conduct problems, teachers rated 9 of the 15 DSm-

iV symptoms which included ‘often bullies’, ‘often truant’, ‘often initiates physical fights’, 

‘has stolen while/without confronting a victim’, ‘has been physically cruel to people’, ‘has 

used a weapon that can cause harm’, ‘has deliberately destroyed property’ and ‘often lies 

to obtain goods’. Six of the 15 CD-symptoms were not administered either because of the 

girls’ young age (e.g. ‘has forced sexual activity’) at Time 1 or because teachers were not 

expected to have reliable knowledge about these behaviors (e.g. ‘often stays out at night’). 

information on initiating physical fights and deliberately destroying property was obtained 

from the Self reported Antisocial Scale (SrA; Loeber, Farrington, Stouthamer-Loeber, & 

Van kammen, 1998). As these items were rated on 3-point scales (never, once/twice and 

more often), they were standardized to match the CSi scaling. The teacher questionnaire 

also included 8 oDD items, based on the 8 DSm iV criteria for oDD. The CD and oDD 

symptoms were summed into a conduct problems composite. The internal consistency of 

the construct for teacher-reported conduct problems was good (a = .94).

Harsh punishment was assessed at Time 1 using parent report on 6 items of the 

Conflict Tactics Scale – Parent/Child version (CTS-PC; Straus, Hamby, Boney-mcCoy, & 

Sugarman, 1996; Straus, Hamby, Finkelhor, moore, & runyan, 1998). Because some girls 

lived with a single caregiver, only questions relating to the primary caregiver were used. 

items assessing verbal aggression (e.g., ‘in the past year, if your daughter did something 

she is not allowed to do or something that you didn’t like, how often did you shout, yell, 

or scream at her?’) were rated by the parent using a 3-point answer format from never (1) 

to often (3). in both clinical and community samples the Verbal Aggression subscale has 

shown good predictive validity to child behavioral and emotional problems (kolko, kazdin, 

& Day, 1996). in our study, the verbal aggression items were combined with a single item 

referring to the frequency of spanking to generate a construct of harsh punishment with 

good reliability (a = .72).
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Low parental warmth was assessed at Time 1 using 6 items from the Parent Child 

relationship Scale (PCrS; Loeber et al., 1998). This measure focused on parents’ feelings 

and thoughts about their daughter. each item (e.g., ‘How often have you lost patience 

with your daughter?’) was rated on a 3-point-scale from almost never (1) to often (3) by 

the parent. The internal consistency of the construct in the current study was good (a = 

.69).

Peer delinquency. The Peer Delinquency Scale (PDS) was developed for use in the 

Pittsburgh Youth Study to assess the level of deviant peer group affiliation (Loeber et al., 

1998). At Time 1, girls were asked to rate how many of their friends engaged in a number 

of deviant behaviors (e.g., shoplifting, skipping school, selling drugs) in the prior 6 months 

on a 5-point scale, ranging from all (4) to none (0). Consistent with past research assessing 

delinquent peer affiliation, any rating above none was considered as indicating some level 

of delinquent peer association, and the number of behaviors in which there was some 

level of peer involvement was summed (Lahey, Gordon, Loeber, Stouthamer-Loeber, & 

Farrington, 1999; Simons, Whitbeck, Conger, & Conger, 1991). The internal consistency 

of the construct was high (a = .87).

Statistical Approach

our hypotheses were tested using latent growth modeling. After specifying an 

unconditional growth model for relational aggression including estimates for intercept 

and slope using Time 1 through Time 5 data, we tested hypotheses about predictors of 

growth by including the other variables in the model. Consistent with recommendations 

(Aiken & West, 1991), the predictor variables were centered to prevent problems with 

collinearity. in the first step of the model, the latent growth curve parameters were 

regressed simultaneously onto the independent variables of harsh punishment, low 

parental warmth, and peer delinquency. These analyses also controlled for conduct 

problems and the socio-demographic variables of age, race and household poverty, 

all assessed at Time 1. The regressions were first conducted with the intercept of the 

growth model being specified as the estimated level of relational aggression at Time 1 

(initial status). in order to determine whether the predictor was associated with higher 

levels of the attribute across the entire trajectory of the latent growth curve, the intercept 

was then re-centered to represent the estimated level of relational aggression at the last 

assessment (Time 5), again controlling for conduct problems and socio-demographic 

factors at Time 1. re-centering the intercept in this manner does not influence the  
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overall model fit or the estimated growth curve across time (Bollen & Curran, 2006). 

All models were specified using maximum likelihood estimation with standard errors 

and a chi-square statistic that are robust to non-normality (mLr) within mplus 4.21 (muthén 

& muthén, 2007). missing data were accounted for in the analyses using full information 

maximum likelihood estimation. The proportion of data on relational aggression which were 

missing ranged from 16% (Time 2) to 25% (Time 5). Using recommended procedures for 

evaluating model fit, we examined the chi-square test, the comparative fit index (CFi), the 

Tucker-Lewis index (TLi), and the root mean square error of estimation (rmSeA). For the 

CFi and TLi, conventional cutoff values .90 or greater indicate acceptable fit, and .95 or 

greater indicate good fit. rmSeA values between .05 and .08 represent an acceptable fit, 

while values less than .05 indicate a good fit (mcDonald & Ho, 2002). 

reSULTS

Correlational analyses. Table 1 shows bivariate correlations of the study variables at Time 

1. Teacher-reported relational aggression and conduct problems were strongly correlated (r 

= .68; p < .01). The parenting variables low parental warmth and harsh punishment were 

moderately correlated (r = .37; p < .01). All other correlations were small but statistically 

significant (see Table 1). The average cross-time correlation between consecutive 

measurements of relational aggression was .39 (ranging from r = .32 to r = .43). 
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table 1 – n’s, means and Pearson’s Product moment Correlations between  

Study Variables at Time 1

note: t = teacher report; p = parent report; C = Child report; ** p < .01.

variables

1. relational aggression (T)

2. Low parental warmth (P)

3. Harsh Punishment (P)

4. Delinquent peers (C)

5. Conduct problems (T)

n (%)

963 (78.1)

1231 (99.8)

1233 (100)

1219 (98.8)

978 (79.3)

Mean (SD)

14.53 (6.85)

9.12 (2.09)

9.48 (1.97)

5.21 (4.31)

6.89 (4.95)

2

.14**

-

3

.11**

.37**

-

4

.11**

.09**

.14**

-

5

.68**

.20**

.12**

.10**

-
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Unconditional growth curve model for relational aggression. Analyses revealed that a basic 

linear model best fitted the relational aggression data (x² = 27.443, p = .002, CFi = .971, 

TLi = .971, rmSeA = .038). introducing a quadratic factor did not improve the model. 

The mean estimate for the sample intercept of relational aggression was 14.31 and mean 

estimated slope was -.32, indicating that mean levels of relational aggression significantly 

decreased between girls’ ages 7 and 12 (z = -5.59, p < .001). The estimated correlation 

between the intercept and slope factors was negative and statistically significant (r = -.51, 

p < .05), indicating that decreases in relational aggression were greater when initial levels 

were high. There was substantial heterogeneity among girls in initial levels of teacher-

reported relational aggression (variance estimate for intercept = 19.00; z = 9.92, p < .001), 

but not in the rate at which relational aggression decreased over time (variance estimate 

for the slope = .29; z = 1.29, p > .05).

 Predictors: Initial Status and Slope. results showed that harsh punishment and 

girls’ age predicted initial levels of relational aggression, while controlling for conduct 

problems and socio-demographic factors. older girls (z = 2.35; p < .05) and girls exposed 

to harsh punishment in the home (z = 2.225; p < .05) showed higher initial levels of 

relational aggression. neither low parental warmth nor peer delinquency predicted initial 

levels of relational aggression. none of the predictors was significantly associated with 

the slope factor, suggesting that the decrease in relational aggression over time was not 

explained by these interpersonal factors. race, however, was significantly associated with 

the slope factor (z = -3.50; p < .001), indicating that African American girls showed faster 

decreases over time (see Table 2).

Predictors: Final status. in order to examine the relationship between interpersonal 

factors and relational aggression across the entire five-year trajectory, the intercept of 

the growth model was re-centered at Time 5. Controlling for conduct problems and 

socio-demographic factors at Time 1, the results showed that harsh punishment was 

still associated with the intercept (z = 2.14; p < .05), indicating that harsh punishment 

was associated with higher levels of relational aggression across the entire trajectory. in 

contrast, girls’ age was no longer associated with the intercept at the last time point (z = 

.79; p > .05), indicating that the effect of age on girls’ relational aggression dissipated over 

time (see Table 2). in accordance with the findings on initial status (Time 1), low parental 

warmth did not predict final status (Time 5) of relational aggression while controlling for 

conduct problems and socio-demographic factors at Time 1. Thus, low parental warmth 
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was not associated with relational aggression across the five-year trajectory. As opposed to 

initial status, household poverty (z = -2.63; p < .01) and having delinquent peers predicted 

higher levels of relational aggression at the final assessment (z = 2.91; p < .01), suggesting 

a delayed effect of poverty and an increasing influence of peers on girls’ relational 

aggression as girls grow older. 
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table 2 – results of the multiple regression analyses with the intercept being specified 

as the estimated level of relational aggression at A) the first assessment and B) the last 

assessment, controlling for conduct problems at Time 1

Main effects 

Dependent variables 

race

Welfare status

Girls’ age

Harsh punishment

Low warmth

Delinquent peers

note: * p-value < .05; ** p-value < .01; *** p-value < .001; n.s. not significant

Disruptive behavior (Year 1–5)

B) intercept re-centered 
(final status)

Linear slope
A) intercept 

(initial status)
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DiSCUSSion

The results from the current investigation provided some unique insights into the 

developmental trajectory of teacher-reported relational aggression in girls across 5 years 

in mid- to late-childhood. results showed that on average, girls’ relational aggression 

decreased between ages 7 and 12 years. Although previous research has reported 

increasing rates from grade 4 to grade 5 (murray-Close et al., 2007), methodological 

differences (e.g., measurement techniques, choice of informants, period of follow up) may 

partly account for the discrepancy in findings from the current study. on the other hand, 

it may be that relational aggression follows a pattern of quadratic growth with a decrease 

during middle childhood but then an increase in (early) adolescence, as suggested by Xie, 

Farmer, and Cairns (2003). in that study, relational aggression did not change among 

girls from grades 1 to 4, but showed a significant increase from grade 4 to 7. Findings 

reported by keenan and colleagues (2008) in which a group of adolescents reported 

higher levels of relational aggression than 9-to-12-year-olds, also lends support to this 

notion. Another explanation of the decrease in relational aggression in the current study 

may be that girls become more subtle in the ways in which they display aggression with 

age, and as a result, teachers are less aware of their behavior. This may reflect the fact 

that girls’ social skills (behavioral and social-cognitive) become more sophisticated as they 

age and overt expression of aggression becomes increasingly inappropriate. As a result, 

relational aggression becomes more covert (Crick et al., 1999). This suggests that different 

methodologies may be needed to assess relational aggression in different age groups. 

Growth curve trajectories based on information from multiple informants that extend into 

adolescence will be able to examine whether the declining levels of relational aggression 

observed in the current study continue beyond the childhood period and whether the 

current findings are specific to teachers’ reports of relational aggression. 

 We found significant heterogeneity in initial levels of relational aggression but 

relational aggression decreased at the same rate for all girls. This indicated that girls 

who scored highest at the first assessment remain highest across the entire growth curve 

(relative stability; i.e., the individuals’ rank order within a group does not change over 

time); suggesting a trait-like quality to relational aggression. This notion of relative stability 

is consistent with previous findings (Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2005) and is further supported 

by the fact that girls’ relational aggression in the current study was assessed by different 

teachers in successive grades of elementary schools. 
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in agreement with social learning theory, which posits that children learn and adopt 

aggressive strategies from parent–child interactions, harsh punishment predicted higher 

levels of relational aggression across the entire time span, similar to results found for 

displays of overt aggression in previous research (for a review see Coie & Dodge, 1998). 

Parents may, unwittingly, function as role models for (relationally) aggressive behavior. 

Girls may imitate their parents’ behaviors and attitudes which may generalize to their 

interactions with peers. in addition, as a result of harsh punishment children may also learn 

to use alternative, manipulative strategies for achieving their goals, because the costs of 

more overt forms of aggression are too high (i.e. to avoid harsh punishment). 

Contrary to our expectations and in disagreement with models based on attachment 

theory, low parental warmth did not predict change in relational aggression in young girls. 

it is possible however that an indirect, rather than a direct relationship exists, and that low 

parental warmth leads to negative self-perceptions which, in turn are related to relationally 

aggressive behaviors, especially among girls (moretti, Holland & mckay, 2001). 

With regard to peer influence, our hypothesis was partly confirmed. Although 

affiliation with deviant peers at girls’ ages 7 and 8 was not concurrently associated with 

relational aggression at the same age, it did predict subsequent relational aggression at ages 

11 and 12. These results suggest that there may be increasing peer influence as children 

grow older. it remains unclear, however, whether this is explained by selection (children 

actively seeking out friends who are similar to themselves on certain salient behavioral 

characteristics), socialization (similarity among friends developing over time as a result 

of influence operating within the friendship relationships), or both. Since high levels of 

relational aggression have been shown to be associated with peer difficulties (Crick, 1996; 

Crick et al., 1999; Werner & Crick, 2004), affiliation with deviant peers at ages 7 and 8 may 

lead to persistent social/interpersonal difficulties and relational aggression for a subgroup 

of girls. in addition, deviant friends may exert a stronger influence on children who are 

already prone to such influences as previous findings showed that preadolescents who 

are initially moderately antisocial are particularly vulnerable to negative peer influences 

(Vitaro, Tremblay, kerr, Pagani, & Bukowski, 1997). 

none of the interpersonal predictors was related to the rate of change over time. 

it is possible that unmeasured child characteristics, such as biological (neuroendocrine) 

factors, were important in predicting the rate of change over time. Studies have shown, for 

example, that relational aggression is associated with a failure to exhibit the typical diurnal 
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decrease in cortisol (Dettling, Gunnar, & Donzella, 1999; murray-Close, Han, Cicchetti, 

Crick, & rogosch, 2008), and that long-term cortisol dysregulation may place children 

at risk for severe and persistent involvement in aggression and antisocial behavior (Van 

Goozen, Fairchild, Snoek, & Harold, 2007). 

Limitations

in contrast to the peer nomination techniques or mothers’ ratings used in previous 

studies of relational aggression, the current study utilized teacher reports. it has been 

suggested however, that peers are better informants than teachers on relational aggression 

as they are often the victims (Crick et al., 1999; Leff et al., 1999). Several studies, however, 

have demonstrated that teachers can be reliable reporters of many child behaviors (e.g., 

Achenbach, 1991; Ladd & Profilet, 1996) compared with (young) peers. Future studies will 

need to examine whether teachers are reliable informants for a (sometimes highly covert) 

behavior that is difficult to observe by an adult who is not part of interactions between 

peers. in addition, construct validity has not yet been examined for teacher report on 

the relational aggression subscale of the CPrS (Crick & Grotpeter, 1995). The internal 

consistency, however, was high in the current study. Furthermore, since most studies 

on relational aggression have been conducted on european American samples future 

studies should include more diverse samples and examine potential influences of socio-

demographic factors on the development of relational aggression, as the present study 

controlled for race and household poverty. Chronically poor families have been shown to 

provide lower quality childrearing environments than more advantaged families due to 

pervasive and chronic stressors associated with poverty (Dearing, mcCartney, & Taylor, 

2005), which in turn may cause problem behavior in youth. Although some research 

suggests that African American compared with european American families are more 

likely to use an authoritarian style, which emphasizes the importance of control and child 

compliance (see review by mcLoyd, Cauce, Takeuchi, & Wilson, 2000), the moderating 

effect of race on the relationship between parenting and relational aggression warrants 

further examination. Last, our study examined mean trajectories of relational aggression 

and did not focus on different trajectories that may exist for subgroups of girls. 

The current study found that harsh punishment and affiliation with deviant peers 

were related to change in relational aggression in young girls. This information is important 

for the prevention and amelioration of relational aggression in girls across mid- to late-

childhood. 
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ABSTrACT

Although a number of reviews of gender differences in disruptive behavior and parental 

socialization exist, we extend this literature by addressing the question of differential 

development among girls and by placing both disruptive behavior and parenting behavior 

in a developmental framework. Clarifying the heterogeneity of development in girls is 

important for developing and optimizing gender-specific prevention and treatment 

programs. in the current review, we describe the unique aspects of the development of 

disruptive behavior in girls and explore how the gender-specific development of disruptive 

behavior can be explained by family linked risk and protective processes. Based on this 

review, we formulate a gender-specific reciprocal model of the influence of social factors 

on the development of disruptive behavior in girls in order to steer further research and 

better inform prevention and treatment programs. 
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inTroDUCTion

Compared to boys, the study of explanatory factors of disruptive behavior in girls is 

underdeveloped. A number of major reviews have highlighted gender differences in 

parental socialization, especially with regard to the development of disruptive behaviors 

(Crick & Zahn-Waxler, 2003; keenan & Shaw, 1997; Lytton & romney, 1991; Zahn-

Waxler & Polanichka, 2004). While these prior reviews are of great value, they have not 

highlighted the key issue of explaining the differential development of disruptive behavior 

among girls. Clarifying the heterogeneity of development in girls, however, is important 

for developing and optimizing gender specific prevention and treatment programs. in this 

review we will first describe the phenotype and development of disruptive behavior in girls 

in childhood and adolescence. We will then review cross-sectional and longitudinal studies 

examining the association between girls’ disruptive behavior and family functioning. 

Subsequently we will explore how the gender-specific development of disruptive behavior 

can be explained by family linked risk and protective processes. Because girls tend to be 

more oriented towards interpersonal relationships and gaining social approval than boys 

(e.g. Gabriel & Gardner, 1999; maccoby, 1990), it is possible that they may be especially 

vulnerable to the effects of, for example, low parental warmth and high levels of familial 

conflict. 

Based on the research reviewed, we then propose a gender-specific family model 

of girls’ development of disruptive behavior. Although we are aware of the influence of 

multiple risk factors in multiple domains, our primary goal is to review family processes in 

the development of girls’ disruptive behavior. By necessity we will also refer to other risk 

factors of girls’ development of disruptive behavior. We further add to the existing literature 

by placing both disruptive behavior and parenting behavior in a developmental context. 

We derive this framework partly from developmental psychopathology, i.e. the integration 

of research on normative development with that on psychopathology (see Cicchetti, 

1993). This framework allows for the exploration of developmental trajectories toward 

both positive and negative outcomes and, therefore, is equally focused on understanding 

the influence of risk and protective factors (keenan & Shaw, 1997). 

phenotype and Development of Disruptive behavior in Girls

Phenotype. The term disruptive behavior is an overarching construct which has been 

variously used to describe oppositional behaviors, aggressive behavior, externalizing 
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behaviors and delinquent acts. Childhood disruptive behavior is both concurrently and 

prospectively related to impaired functioning in many domains, such as social, emotional 

and academic (rutter, Giller & Hagell, 1998) and shows a remarkably high level of 

stability over time (e.g. Campbell, 1995; moffitt, 1993; Lavigne et al., 1996; offord 

et al., 1992). Also, childhood disruptive behavior is associated with negative outcomes 

in adulthood including delinquency, unemployment, substance use, mental health and 

parenting problems (Bardone, moffitt, Caspi & Dickson, 1996; Chamberlain & moore, 

2002; Lewis, Yeager, Cobham-Portorreal & klein, 1991; robins, 1986; Serbin, moskowitz, 

Schwartzman & Ledingham, 1991). Disruptive behavior is the most common problem 

behavior in children (Campbell, 1995), with longitudinal and epidemiological studies 

consistently showing approximately 5 to 10% of boys and 1 to 3% of girls exhibiting 

serious conduct problems in childhood (Lavigne et al., 1996; moffitt, 1993). Despite the 

lower levels of disruptive behavior in girls compared to boys, clinic-referred samples of 

girls generally present with more severe behavior problems than boys (kloosterman & 

Veerman, 1997; Webster-Stratton, 1996). Beginning in adolescence, girls are also more 

likely than boys to exhibit co-occurring symptoms and disorders (Costello, Armstrong & 

erkanli, 2000; Costello, Foley & Angold, 2006), a phenomenon referred to as the ‘gender-

paradox’ (e.g. Loeber & keenan, 1994; robins, 1986), indicating that the gender with the 

lesser prevalence of a certain disorder (in this case disruptive behavior) is at higher risk for 

additional negative outcomes which include drug abuse and mental health problems. 

in addition to different prevalence rates in boys and girls, gender differences also 

exist in the phenotype of disruptive behavior (keenan & Shaw, 1997; Zoccolillo, 1993), with 

most studies indicating that girls are more likely to display relational aggression whilst boys 

are more likely to show physical aggression (see review by Crick et al., 1999). relational 

aggression is intended to harm relationships by, for example, threatening to withdraw 

acceptance or friendship, ostracizing, or using social exclusion or rumor spreading. Similar 

to physical aggression, relational aggression is associated with general externalizing 

problems and social-psychological maladjustment (e.g. Crick & Grotpeter, 1995). regarding 

characteristics of their delinquent behavior, girls compared to boys, demonstrate less overt 

physical aggression (e.g. Crick & Grotpeter, 1995), are less often involved in gangs, street 

fighting and gun carrying (esbensen, Deschenes & Winfree, 1999), and are more likely to 

victimize family members than strangers in the course of their delinquent behavior (Heide, 

2003). 
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Prevalence rates of girls’ disruptive behavior. reports of prevalence and 

developmental trajectories of disruptive behavior are likely to differ depending on the 

informants (parent, teacher, child) and the context (e.g. home, school) that they represent 

(Hipwell et al., 2002). Teachers have been found to report higher rates of disruptive 

behavior than parents (Hipwell et al., 2002; keiley, Bates, Dodge & Pettit, 2000; offord, 

Boyle & racine, 1989), which may be due to informant bias, differences in the meaning 

of the behaviors measured in each context and/or the instability of girls’ behavior across 

settings (Hipwell et al., 2002). Furthermore, developmental studies of disruptive behavior 

also indicate different patterns of growth for specific disruptive behaviors (Tremblay, 

2000). For example, Bongers, koot, van der ende and Verhulst (2004) showed that in 

girls, aggression, oppositional behavior and other problem behaviors such as cruelty to 

animals, lying/cheating, firesetting, stealing and vandalism tended to decrease, whereas 

status violations (running away from home, swearing, truancy, alcohol or drug use) tended 

to increase over time. 

Rates of disruptive behavior in childhood. Using psychiatric nosology, large-scale 

representative community studies have reported prevalence rates of conduct disorder (CD) 

for girls during middle childhood ranging from 0.4% to 1.3%. (Costello et al., 1996; 

Hipwell et al., 2002; maughan et al., 2004) using various versions of the Diagnostic and 

Statistical manual of mental Disorders (DSm; American Psychiatric Association, 1994). it 

should be noted, however, that the percentage of girls meeting formal diagnostic criteria 

(DSm-iV; APA, 1994) in these studies may be an underestimate due to the fact that the 

formulation of diagnostic criteria in the DSm-iV for conduct disorder has been largely 

based on information about boys rather than girls. Scholars have therefore suggested the 

inclusion of ‘female-sensitive’ symptoms such as relational aggression (Crick & Grotpeter, 

1995; Crick, ostrov & Werner, 2006; Galen & Underwood, 1997; Xie, Cairns & Cairns, 

2002) and indirect aggression (Bjorkqvist, Lagerspetz & kaukiainen, 1992) in diagnostic 

criteria. For oppositional defiant disorder (oDD), epidemiological studies show prevalence 

rates for girls in childhood ranging from 1.1% to 9.4% (Breton et al., 1999; kroes et al., 

2001; Lahey et al., 2000; Simonoff et al., 1997).

epidemiological studies show that the highest levels of disruptive behavior in both 

girls and boys occur during the preschool period (e.g., Alink et al., 2006; Tremblay, 2001). 

At that age, children are still developing their communication and social skills and often rely 

on aggressive and oppositional behavior to respond to or to control their social environment 
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(Tremblay, 2000). Problem behaviors at this age generally consist of temper tantrums, 

aggression and non-compliance. Among preschoolers, there appear to be relatively few 

gender differences in the presentation of disruptive behaviors (e.g. keenan & Shaw, 1997; 

Webster-Stratton, 1996). 

A small, albeit growing, body of research is accumulating regarding girls’ 

developmental trajectories of disruptive behavior in (middle) childhood (Broidy et al., 

2003; Côté et al., 2001; Harachi et al., 2006; Lahey et al., 2006; odgers et al., 2008; 

Schaeffer et al., 2006). recently, as opposed to relying on teacher report only, studies have 

included multiple informants on the girls’ disruptive behavior (Lahey et al., 2006; odgers 

et al, 2008). Studies documented a mostly stable mean trajectory with a tendency towards 

a slight and gradual decrease of disruptive behaviors with increasing age. Furthermore, 

studies showed that a small group of girls, approximately 10% of the sample depending 

on the threshold or criteria determined by the investigator and the particular behavior of 

interest, displayed high levels of disruptive behavior early on. The largest group of girls, 

however, tended to show few disruptive behaviors in childhood. 

Rates of disruptive behavior in adolescence. With regard to psychiatric diagnostic 

classifications in adolescence, prevalence rates of CD in girls vary from 1.4 to 8% (see 

maughan et al., 2004, for a review of recent studies). Prevalence rates of oDD in adolescent 

girls range from 1.0% to 3.5% (Breton et al., 1999; Lahey et al., 2000; maughan et al., 

2004; romano et al., 2001; Simonoff et al., 1997). Prevalence rates of oDD, compared 

to those of CD, show less change and higher stability over time, with oDD remaining at 

similar levels from early childhood to middle adolescence (maughan et al., 2004).

regarding the developmental course of disruptive behavior in adolescence, studies 

show that girls, compared to boys, show a faster increase in disruptive behavior from early 

to late adolescence (Scaramella, Conger & Simons, 1999; Galambos, Barker & Almeida, 

2003). With regard to the developmental course of delinquent behavior, girls, in contrast 

to boys, tend to start showing delinquent behavior in adolescence (adolescence-onset), 

and relatively few exhibit a childhood-onset pattern (e.g. Côté et al., 2001; mcCabe, 

rodgers, Yeh & Hough, 2004; moffitt, Caspi, rutter & Silva, 2001; Silverthorn, Frick & 

reynolds, 2001). Although a number of hypotheses for female trajectories to (juvenile) 

delinquent behavior have been offered in recent years (e.g. Côté et al., 2001; Fergusson 

& Horwood, 2002; Silverthorn & Frick, 1999), there remains little agreement on the 

nature and timing of different problem behaviors as they unfold over time. Silverthorn 

62



G I r l s ’  d I s r u p T I v e  b e h av I o r  a n d  I T s  r e l aT I o n s h I p  T o  fa m I ly  f u n c T I o n I n G

and Frick (1999) concluded that the classic distinction between early- versus adolescent-

onset is not applicable to girls since most girls show an adolescent-onset pattern. They 

hypothesized that the factors implicated in adolescent girls’ antisocial behavior may exist 

in early and middle childhood but do not manifest themselves in problem behavior until 

adolescence. They therefore proposed a ‘delayed-onset pathway’. more recently however, 

studies examining behavior trajectories have followed girls into adulthood (odgers et 

al., 2008; Schaeffer et al., 2006) and showed that although the early onset group of 

girls is small in size, these girls appear to have more severe and pervasive problems and 

poorer outcomes pertaining to mental health, physical health and economic problems in 

adulthood. evidence furthermore lends support to the notion that early onset of problem 

behaviors is a significant predictor of serious delinquency for a subgroup of girls (Côté et 

al, 2001; Harachi et al., 2006; Lanctôt & LeBlanc, 2002), similar to males (for a review see 

Loeber & Farrington, 2001). 

Girls’ desistance from disruptive behavior. Little is known about girls’ normative 

outgrowing of disruptive behavior during childhood and adolescence. Studies of boys 

show that desistance takes place throughout childhood and adolescence (Prinzie et al., 

2005; Tremblay, Saucier & Tremblay, 2004). The course and predictors of desistance 

from disruptive behavior in girls, however, are still very poorly documented (Giordano, 

Cernkovich & rudolph, 2002).

in summary, both approaches to assess behavioral deviancy (psychiatric assessments 

of CD and/or oDD and developmental trajectories of disruptive behavior) show rates 

of disruptive behavior in girls remaining low in early and middle childhood, but steadily 

increasing in the (mid)teens. Studies also show that a relatively small subgroup of girls 

shows disruptive behavior early on and that this group is at heightened risk for various 

suboptimal outcomes in adolescence and adulthood. Although researchers are not in 

agreement as to whether there are unique processes that explain conduct problems in 

girls compared to boys, there is some consensus that risk and protective factors exert their 

effects in different ways and magnitude for girls and boys (see e.g. Harachi et al., 2006; 

moffitt et al., 2001; Storvoll & Wichstrom, 2002). it is therefore necessary to develop a 

gender-specific model of the development of disruptive behavior, which takes into account 

the differential age of onset and phenotypic manifestations in girls. 
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Family Functioning as an explanatory Factor of Girls’ Disruptive behavior

Several reviews (based mainly on male populations) have identified risk and protective 

factors associated with the development of disruptive and delinquent behavior within 

multiple domains of influence: the individual, family, school, peer group, and the community 

(Farrington, 1987; Herrenkohl et al., 2001; Lipsey & Derzon, 1998; Loeber & Dishion, 

1983; Yoshikawa, 1994). explanations for disruptive and delinquent behavior have included 

parental behavior (e.g. Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990; Patterson & Dishion, 1985) for both 

boys and girls. moreover, an extensive literature shows unique effects of parenting on 

girls’ and boys’ emotional and behavioral adjustment (e.g. Patterson, Chamberlain & reid, 

1982; Patrick et al., 2005) and the ability of family focused interventions to change child 

behavior (see meta-analyses by Farrington & Welsh, 2002 and Woolfenden, Williams & 

Peat, 2002). 

Studies indicate that family processes may be particularly relevant for girls. For 

example, girls who display disruptive behavior, compared to boys, more often come from 

families characterized by dysfunction (e.g. Caspi & moffitt, 1991; Chamberlain & reid, 

1994; Dakof, 2000; keenan, Stouthamer-Loeber & Loeber, 2005; Lee, Burkam, Zimiles & 

Ladewski, 1994), maltreatment (e.g. Giordano & Cernkovich, 1997; margolin & Gordis, 

2000), and higher levels of discord, deviance and conflict (Henggeler, edwards & Borduin, 

1987; Smith & Thomas, 2000; Widom, 1978). Two processes may be at work here. First, 

highly deviant girls may cause disruptions in the ‘normative’ child rearing environment. 

For example, Hipwell and colleagues (2007) reported that girls’ conduct problems 

predicted increases in harsh punishment over a 6 year period (girls aged 7 to 12 years). 

This relationship was shown to be reciprocal such that this type of parenting behavior 

also predicted increases in girls’ conduct problems over time. A prospective study by Huh, 

Tristan, Wade and Stice (2006) also revealed that adolescent girls’ externalizing behavior 

and substance abuse predicted future decreases in the girls’ perceptions of parental support 

and control. Studies on parental monitoring, mainly based on male samples however, 

furthermore showed that growth in conduct problems in both boys and girls reduced 

subsequent parental monitoring of children (Laird, Pettit, Bates & Dodge, 2003; Patrick et 

al., 2005; see also Stattin & kerr, 2000). 

Second, suboptimal parenting behavior may cause girls to exhibit disruptive behavior. 

Some researchers have suggested that associations between parental behavior and child 

externalizing behavior were strongest when the measure of parenting tapped patterns of, 
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as opposed to single, parent behaviors (e.g. Baumrind, 1967, 1971; for a meta-analysis 

see rothbaum & Weisz, 1994). in an all-female sample, for example, simultaneously low 

levels of parental warmth, supervision and monitoring (also referred to as a neglectful or 

disengaged parenting style) were detrimental to adolescents’ functioning (e.g. Pittman 

& Chase-Lansdale, 2001). other scholars, however, have stressed the importance of 

simultaneously assessing and analyzing multiple parenting behaviors (Caron, Weiss, Harris 

& Catron, 2006). 

Cross-sectional studies. Several cross-sectional studies examined the association 

between girls’ disruptive behavior and parenting behaviors. in a sample of 64 girls and 

158 boys (aged 4 to 7 years) diagnosed with oppositional defiant disorder (oDD) or early 

onset conduct problems, Webster-Stratton (1996) reported that two aspects of mother’s 

observed parenting style (‘critical statements’, and ‘total negativity’ defined as physically 

negative behaviors and negative communication), as well as one type of observed paternal 

style (‘communication’, i.e. the number of non-intrusive descriptive statements) correlated 

with girls’ externalizing behavior. 

research on adolescents also shows associations between parenting and girls’ 

disruptive behavior. Jackson and Foshee (1998), for example, examined the association 

between adolescents’ perceived parental responsiveness and physical fighting and weapon-

carrying in a sample of 1,221 9th- and 10th-grade adolescents. results indicated that the 

lower the perceived responsiveness of parents, the higher the likelihood that adolescents 

had hit their peers, fought with their peers, carried a weapon to school, or threatened a 

peer with a weapon. This bivariate association appeared for both boys and girls. Pittman 

and Chase-Lansdale (2001), furthermore, examined the association between parenting 

style and adolescent functioning among 302 African American adolescent girls (aged 15 

to 18 years) and their mothers living in impoverished neighborhoods. They found that 

teens whose mothers were disengaged (low on both parental warmth and supervision/

monitoring) had the most negative outcomes related to externalizing behaviors, academic 

achievement, work orientation, sexual experience, and pregnancy history. 

Besides examining parenting behaviors, studies on adolescents have also focused 

on the quality of the parent-child relationship. For example, mother-adolescent conflict 

was strongly positively related to adolescents’ externalizing problems in a sample of 755 

mother-adolescent (both boys and girls) dyads (Vandewater & Lansford, 2005). Buehler 

(2006) reported concurrent and prospective associations between observed parent-youth 
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dyadic hostility and externalizing problem behavior in 416 families with youth ranging in 

age from 11 to 14 years even when controlling for parents’ inadequate control, parents’ 

well-being, and adolescent affiliation with deviant friends. The pattern appeared similar 

for boys and girls. Furthermore, in a sample of 150 12- to 14-year-old Hispanic females 

drawn from a high-risk community, lower levels of support and higher levels of conflict 

in the family showed a strong association with girls’ externalizing behavior problems 

(Coatsworth et al., 2000). Although conflict and support were modestly related to each 

other, they made independent contributions to the prediction of adolescents’ reports of 

externalizing behavior. 

in sum, data from cross-sectional studies suggests that disruptive behavior in girls, 

as in boys, is associated with low levels of parental warmth, support, supervision and 

monitoring and high levels of hostility and conflict. These associations appear in childhood 

and in adolescence and across different ethnic/racial groups. These results, however, 

cannot be unambiguously interpreted since all of the aforementioned studies used a cross-

sectional design and temporal relationships cannot be determined. in addition, the design 

of these studies does not take into account the bidirectional association between parenting 

and the child’s behavior nor changes in parenting behavior and child behavior over time. 

only longitudinal, prospective studies are able to shed light on this dynamic, interactional 

process. 

Stability and Change in parenting behaviors

Parenting behavior is known to vary with child age and should therefore be studied from 

a developmental point of view. Harsh parenting, such as hitting or spanking, for example, 

occurs more often during childhood than adolescence (Loeber et al., 2000; national Center 

on Child Abuse & neglect, 1996; Straus & Stewart, 1999). At the same time, other studies 

have shown that parenting shows remarkable stability. Holden and miller (1999) reviewed 

studies on the stability of parenting and found significant levels of relative stability (referring 

to the consistency of an individual’s rank order within a group) on all constructs (such as 

control, monitoring, positive/negative affect etc.) with a median, moderate effect size of 

.38. 

regarding absolute stability (referring to the consistency of the level of a particular 

behavior when measured over time), studies, mainly based on male samples, indicate that 

parental involvement, supervision, monitoring, warmth, physical punishment and the use 
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of positive parenting techniques all decrease as the child grows older (Frick, Christian & 

Wootton, 1999; Loeber et al., 2000). 

Few studies, however, have examined the stability or the development of parenting 

behaviors in samples of girls or mixed samples of both boys and girls while conducting 

separate analyses on each gender. in a sample of 3rd grade children, Shumow, Vandell 

and Posner (1998) reported no gender differences in the relative stability of parenting 

behaviors over a 2-year-period. A similar finding was found in a mixed-gender sample of 

32 children (mcnally, eisenberg & Harris, 1991). These studies, however, suffered from 

a short study time interval and a small sample, respectively. Forehand and Jones (2002) 

examined the stability of parental monitoring and warmth in a sample of 124 low-income, 

inner-city, African-American families with children who were on average eight years old at 

the beginning of the study. Test-retest correlation coefficients indicated that the relative 

stability of both parental monitoring and warmth over the four-year assessment period 

was high. in contrast, analyses of variance did not provide evidence for absolute stability as 

both parental monitoring and warmth declined across assessments for both boys and girls. 

Studies of adolescents’ perceptions of family functioning further add to our 

knowledge of the development of parenting over time. mcGue and colleagues (2005), for 

example, showed that adolescents’ perceptions of the quality of the parent-child relationship 

declined consistently and moderately between age 11 and age 14 (conflict with parents 

increased, whereas all aspects of warmth decreased) and that these perceived changes 

were significantly greater for girls than boys (mcGue, elkins, Walden & iacono, 2005). 

Female adolescents (ages 10 to 19) from single-parent-families, furthermore, reported the 

highest levels of anger and conflict with the mother in early and middle adolescence while 

male adolescents reported the highest levels of conflict in middle adolescence (Dworkin & 

Larson, 2001). it should be noted, however, that these studies used self report and therefore 

measured the adolescents’ perception as opposed to the actual change in quality measured 

by observational methods. observational studies, however, are rare in older children and 

adolescents. 

in sum, although more is known about stability of parenting behavior in boys, high 

relative stability is also likely to exist in girls. regarding absolute stability of parenting of girls, 

parental monitoring and warmth have been shown to decline over time. in addition, girls, 

compared to boys, report greater changes in the quality of the parent-child relationship in 

early adolescence (mcGue et al., 2005). 
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longitudinal Studies on Family Functioning and Girls’ Disruptive behavior

There have been few studies that prospectively examined the association between family 

functioning and girls’ disruptive behavior. A study by mcFadyen-ketchum, Bates, Dodge 

and Pettit (1996) reported that boys who had mothers who were observed to be highly 

controlling and low in affection showed an increase in physical and verbal aggressive 

behavior at school (as measured by Teacher report Form) from kindergarten to third grade. 

interestingly, girls of mothers showing similar behaviors (i.e. highly controlling and low in 

affection) showed a decrease in aggressiveness over these four years. Two important issues 

should be noted, however. First, only verbal and physical aggression were measured, while 

relational aggression, was not. Second, since aggression is known to decrease over middle 

childhood and this decrease is known to start earlier in girls than boys, the results could 

also represent the ‘normative’ developmental pattern of girls’ physical aggression. A more 

recent study of the same sample that used nine waves of data collection (Pettit et al., 2001), 

showed that parental monitoring was associated with fewer delinquent behavior problems 

for both boys and girls across time. on the other hand, high levels of psychological control 

(e.g. love withdrawal, guilt induction) were associated with more delinquent behavior 

problems for girls. in another study, kilgore, Snyder and Lentz (2000) investigated the 

association of parental discipline and monitoring with the early conduct problems of 123 

boys and girls in a highly disadvantaged, African American sample. Prospective analyses 

indicated that, after controlling for earlier conduct problems, coercive parent discipline 

and poor parental monitoring at age 4½ years were independent predictors of conduct 

problems at age 6 for both boys and girls. 

instead of focusing on the negative effects of parenting behaviors, some longitudinal 

studies examined protective processes. Scaramella, Conger and Simons (1999), for 

example, examined parental protective influences on adolescent externalizing problems in 

a sample of seventh-graders (average 12 years of age, followed up over a five-year-period) 

drawn from the general population in a rural, mainly white area. The authors reported that 

adolescents with parents above the median in warmth, child management skills (consistent 

discipline and monitoring) and low hostility showed fewer externalizing problems and 

had lower growth trajectories than their counterparts. Chronis and colleagues (2007) 

conducted seven diagnostic assessments over eight years and examined parenting factors 

in 108 children who first met diagnostic criteria for Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 

(ADHD) at age 4 to 7 years old (approximately one fifth were girls). After controlling for 
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demographic variables, baseline ADHD and conduct problems, observed positive parenting 

(including praise, positive affect, physical warmth) predicted fewer conduct problems 2 to 

8 years following the initial assessment. Surprisingly, observed negative parenting did not 

predict the future course of conduct problems. This may have been because mothers were 

less likely to exhibit negative parenting during the observed parent-child interaction due to 

social desirability. The authors suggested that this lack of variability likely minimized their 

ability to detect effects. 

With the exception of the studies by Scaramella and colleagues (1999) and, 

previously mentioned, Hipwell and colleagues (2008) the majority of longitudinal studies 

assessed parenting behavior once and were therefore not able to study the development 

of parenting behaviors over time. Although the study by Scaramella and colleagues (1999) 

observed parenting twice, the two measurements were only one year apart and summed 

into a single composite measure. The authors reported moderate correlation coefficients 

between the two measurements, i.e. seventh and eighth grade parenting, ranging from 

.40 (maternal hostility) to .45 (paternal warmth) but did not comment on (the direction 

of) the observed changes, nor were separate analyses conducted for each gender. The 

study by Hipwell and colleagues (2008) took into account changes in parenting over time, 

but did not report on the nature of those changes. Another exception of studies with 

multiple measurements of parenting behavior pertains to the research focusing on parental 

monitoring, which shows both continuity and transformation of parental monitoring. Pettit 

and colleagues (2001) showed that monitoring at ages 13 and 14 appeared to be preceded 

by a proactive parenting style at age 5, whereas psychological control was preceded by 

earlier harsh parenting. mother’s report of psychological control was preceded by earlier 

maternal judgments of child externalizing behavior problems at age 5. A study by Patrick 

et al. (2005), however, suggested that monitoring in later childhood (third and fourth 

grade) was only indirectly associated with earlier parenting skills at the entry of elementary 

school by their association with child conduct problems (reciprocal effect). none of these 

studies, however, examined the development of monitoring in girls or studied gender 

differences in the development of monitoring. 

in summary, few longitudinal studies on girls have measured both child and parental 

behavior repeatedly. it is therefore difficult to draw conclusions about the dynamic, 

bidirectional association between girls’ disruptive behavior and family functioning. Data 

from cross-sectional studies suggests that disruptive behavior in girls, as in boys, is 
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associated with low levels of parental warmth, support, supervision and monitoring and 

high levels of hostility and conflict. Conclusions from the longitudinal studies, however, are 

less conclusive. Although studies show an association between girls’ disruptive behavior 

and parental monitoring, psychological control and coercive parental discipline (kilgore et 

al., 2000; Pettit et al., 2001), other studies do not report associations between suboptimal 

parenting behaviors and the development of disruptive behavior in girls over time (Chronis 

et al., 2007; mcFadyen-ketchum et al., 1996). Due to the scarcity of longitudinal studies 

with repeated measurements of parental and girls’ behavior, we do not know how the 

parental behaviors associated with disruptive behavior, develop over time as they influence 

and are influenced by the girl’s disruptive behavior. Furthermore, we are not aware of any 

study that examined the longitudinal development of parent-daughter conflict. 

To what extent can risk and protective factors related to family functioning 

explain the differential development of disruptive behavior in girls?

Several scholars have reviewed parental socialization as a potential explanation for a lower 

overall prevalence of disruptive behavior in girls, compared to boys (Crick & Zahn-Waxler, 

2003; keenan & Shaw, 1997; maniadaki, Sonuga-Barke & kakouros, 2003; Zahn-Waxler & 

Polanichka, 2004). These reviews show that parents interact differently with girls and boys 

(Crick & Zahn-Waxler, 2003; keenan & Shaw, 1997; Lytton & romney, 1991; Zahn-Waxler 

& Polanichka, 2004). Differences include a parental focus on interpersonal relationships in 

girls by emphasizing the need for prosocial behaviors such as considering the personal 

consequences of their actions, and the need to control/mask their feelings of anger and 

aggression. Girls, in contrast to boys, also tend to be treated by their parents with less 

aggression and physical punishment, and with more warmth (Lytton & romney, 1991; 

Zahn-Waxler & Polanichka, 2004). regarding parenting behaviors, studies examining 

adolescents’ development of substance use and affiliation with deviant peers consistently 

report that girls, compared to boys, are more closely monitored by parents (e.g. kim, 

Hetherington & reiss, 1999; Svensson, 2003; Wall & Barth, 2005; Webb, Bray, Getz & 

Adams, 2002). The typical parental socialization of girls may function as a protective factor 

against the development of disruptive behavior in childhood and therefore may explain 

why the majority of girls do not show disruptive behavior in childhood or adolescence. 

Girls’ typical socialization focussing on interpersonal relationships and suppression of anger 

and curtailing aggression may, for example, explain why girls show less physical aggression 
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than boys, and use relational aggression instead. in addition, higher levels of parental 

supervision and monitoring tend to be associated with higher rates of secure attachment 

relationships between parent and child. Securely attached children internalize the values of 

their parents and in turn are less likely to become affiliated with deviant peers (Giordano, 

Cernkovich & Pugh, 1986). Due to the fact that girls, compared to boys, show lower levels 

of problem behavior in childhood and the majority of girls do relatively well in elementary 

school, parents are likely to refrain from changing their parenting behaviors which may 

explain the relatively stable levels of parenting behavior found in middle childhood 

(Forehand & Jones, 2002). These high levels of stability in turn, may further increase the 

protective effect of parenting. 

evidence pointing in the same direction comes from studies indicating that normative 

gender-differentiated parenting styles become disrupted in the face of children with 

conduct problems. Two studies of high-risk samples of 15- to 18-year-old adolescents, 

for example, showed a similar distribution of the four parenting styles (authoritative, 

authoritarian, permissive/indulgent, and neglectful/disengaged parenting) across boys 

and girls (Pittman & Chase-Lansdale, 2001; Steinberg, Blatt-eisengart & Cauffman, 2006). 

in addition, no differences in parent reported parenting practices by gender were found in 

a clinical sample of 4- to 7-year-olds diagnosed with oDD or early onset conduct problems 

(Webster-Stratton, 1996). 

As discussed previously, a relatively small subgroup of girls shows high levels of 

disruptive behavior in childhood (Côté et al., 2001; Hipwell et al., 2002, Lanctôt & LeBlanc, 

2002; mcCabe et al., 2004; odgers et al., 2008). These girls are often characterized by 

highly dysfunctional families in terms of suboptimal parenting and levels of conflict. These 

girls may have developed disruptive behavior in the absence of the protective effect of 

parenting. it may, however, also be the case that the highly deviant behavior of the girl 

causes disruptions in the child-rearing environment, which in turn, is likely to further 

increase or escalate the girl’s disruptive behavior. Studies on the reciprocal association 

between child disruptive behavior and parental behavior provide support for this hypothesis 

(Hipwell et al., 2007; Huh et al., 2006). in addition, girls who display aggressive, antisocial 

tendencies are more likely, due to the existing gender stereotype, to be rejected by their 

parents, teachers and peers. This, in turn, further increases the risk of developing disruptive 

behavior and may potentially explain the small subgroup of girls that shows disruptive 

behavior from early childhood onwards. 
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A third, relatively large, subgroup of girls exhibits adolescent-onset of disruptive 

behavior (e.g. Côté, et al., 2001; Galambos et al., 2003; moffitt et al., 2001; Scaramella 

et al., 1999; Silverthorn et al., 2001), suggesting that the peri- and post-pubertal period 

is one of particular risk for conduct problems in girls. The transition from childhood into 

adolescence appears to be a time of transformation in parent-adolescent relationships. 

Parental monitoring, for instance, decreases whilst parent-daughter conflict increases (e.g. 

Dworkin & Larson, 2001; Forehand & Jones; 2002; Holmbeck & Hill, 1991; Sagrestano 

et al., 1999). During this time, conflicts between parents and their children potentially 

serve an adaptive function by signaling to parents and youth that relationship structures 

and processes require attention and redefinition (Holmbeck & Hill, 1991). The transition 

from childhood into adolescence is also marked by an increase in time spent with peers 

outside the home, therefore increasing the influence of peers and potentially reducing the 

protective effects of positive parenting behaviors. Among boys, it is well established that 

involvement with deviant peers is associated with conduct disorder and delinquency (e.g. 

elliott, Huizinga & Ageton, 1985; Patterson & Dishion, 1985). Less is known about girls, 

although such an association appears to exist for antisocial females (Aseltine, 1995). it 

has also been argued that peer influence might be more important for girls than for boys, 

because girls’ friendships are characterized by greater intimacy, loyalty and interpersonal 

engagement (Buhrmester & Furman, 1987; Savin-Williams & Berndt, 1990; see review by 

rose & rudolph, 2006). Girls typically enter mixed-age and mixed-sex peer groups earlier 

than boys (Vitaro, Tremblay & Bukowski, 2001), which may get them in contact with older, 

deviant males. Antisocial females tend to affiliate with older, antisocial males, which may 

increase the risks for relationship difficulties, teenage pregnancies and antisocial behaviors 

(moffitt, 1993). 

The different subgroups of girls (no disruptive behavior, childhood-onset disruptive 

behavior and adolescence-onset disruptive behavior) may be distinguishable early in life, 

for example by temperamental factors such as negative emotionality or impulsivity. Côté 

and colleagues (2002) showed that girls who were both hyperactive and unhelpful in 

childhood had a significant risk for CD in adolescence. mcCabe and colleagues (2004) 

showed that girls with childhood-onset disruptive behavior were more likely to have 

a family history of mental illness or a family history of antisocial behavior than girls 

with adolescent-onset. This finding points towards familial influence, but may also be 

indicative of biological causes of the development of psychopathology (moffitt, 2005). 
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Girls exhibiting an early onset of disruptive behavior also differed from adolescent-onset 

girls on below median household income and comorbid ADHD (mcCabe et al., 2004). 

in addition, odgers and colleagues (2008) reported that the life-course persistent path, 

as opposed to the adolescence-limited subtype, in females was differentially predicted 

by low intellectual ability, reading difficulties, hyperactivity, maternal poor mental health, 

experiences of harsh and inconsistent discipline, much family conflict and low family socio-

economic status. Previous studies suggest that childhood-onset girls can be differentiated 

from adolescence-onset girls (see also moffitt & Caspi, 2001). 

The role of family functioning in desistance processes in girls has yet to be studied 

fully. However, Formoso, Gonzales and Aiken (2000) suggested that continuous parental 

involvement and support despite the girl’s behavior problems in adolescence may protect 

the girl from persistent disruptive and delinquent behavior in late adolescence and 

adulthood. They showed that girls in conflictual families who reported stronger bonds 

with their mothers and closer supervision by their parents exhibited lower levels of 

conduct problems than girls without such strong bonds or close supervision. in addition 

to this indirect effect, studies also showed a direct protective effect of parenting on 

the development of disruptive behavior (Chronis et al., 2007; Scaramella, Conger and 

Simons, 1999). Scaramella and colleagues showed that observed parenting that is high in 

warmth, low in hostility and highly consistent in management behaviors inhibits growth 

of externalizing behavior in adolescents through a compensatory main effect (exhibiting 

lower levels of initial externalizing behavior) and through a buffering effect that reduced 

increases in these problem behaviors over time.

A Gender Specific Family Model of Girls’ Disruptive behavior

The preceding text makes it clear that many factors are important in the development of 

girls’ disruptive behavior. So far very few models that specify the relationship between 

the different factors are available in the literature. Based on the findings from this review, 

we have formulated a normative social model of the development of disruptive behavior 

in girls (depicted in Figure 1). 

Girls, as a result of typical socialization practices and other potential factors 

(such as temperamental, genetic and hormonal factors), show a greater orientation to 

interpersonal relations and higher sensitivity to rejection than boys. This orientation 

and sensitivity towards interpersonal relationships, in turn, is likely to cause girls to be 
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particularly affected by disruptions in their childrearing environment (such as high levels 

of familial conflict and suboptimal parenting) and problematic relationships with peers 

(such as rejection by peers and affiliation with deviant peers). 

Figure 1 – A normative social model of the development of disruptive behavior in girls

These familial and peer related risk factors are both directly as well as indirectly related 

to disruptive behavior. Suboptimal parenting, for example, is associated with affiliation with 

deviant peers (Brody et al., 2001; kim et al., 1999; Simons et al., 1996; Svensson, 2003). 

Several mechanisms may be at work here. First, children who do not receive emotional 

support from their parents lack a primary source of socialization in conventional values, 

and will be less accepting of those values and more disposed to associate with deviant 

peers (Jessor & Jessor, 1977). Second, children who receive harsh parenting are likely to 

learn aversive tactics to resolve interpersonal conflicts and may not have acquired the 

prosocial skills required for maintaining supportive peer relationships (Snyder & Patterson, 
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1995). These children are more likely to be rejected by conventional peers and to affiliate 

with peers similar to themselves (Simons, Whitbeck, Conger & Conger, 1991). 

Affiliation with deviant peers, may also reduce a girl’s willingness to share information 

about her whereabouts, making it more challenging for the parent to monitor her (Stattin 

& kerr, 2000). Lower levels of parental monitoring, in turn, may cause an increase in 

disruptive behavior. Besides that, girls’ affiliation with deviant peers may cause parental 

distress (as the parents may fear future police arrests, pregnancy etc.), which in turn may 

increase parent-daughter conflict and undermine effective parenting.

As shown in the model by two-sided arrows bidirectional or reciprocal effects 

exist between disruptive behavior and both disruptions in childrearing environment and 

problematic relationships with peers. increases in girls’ disruptive behavior are associated 

with (increased) affiliation with deviant peers (since girls who display aggressive, antisocial 

tendencies are likely to be rejected by parents, teachers and conventional peers due to 

the existing gender stereotype) and predict (further) deteriorations in the parent-child 

relationship and child-rearing practices (Huh et al., 2006; Laird et al., 2003; Patrick et al., 

2005; Stattin & kerr, 2000). 

Studies on boys show that no single risk factor but rather an accumulation of multiple 

risk factors (in different domains) is associated with the development of delinquent behavior 

(e.g. Stouthamer-Loeber et al., 2002; Yoshikawa, 1994). We are not aware, however, of 

any studies examining the accumulation of familial and peer risk factors in girls. As a result, 

we do not know whether these effects are additive, multiplicative or whether they are 

different manifestations of the same underlying factor. Furthermore, the accumulation of 

risk factors may also be buffered by protective factors, such as academic achievement or 

(above) average intellectual functioning. 

The gender-specific model of the developmental course of disruptive behavior in 

girls shown in Figure 1 can only be tested in large longitudinal samples that follow parents 

and children from early development through late adolescence. Such studies should be 

able to simultaneously test familial and peer factors as well as examine protective factors 

that reduce the likelihood of conduct problems in the context of risk factors. These studies 

are crucial for enhancing our understanding of familial factors in the onset, development 

and desistance of disruptive behaviors among girls.
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Conclusions

The current review focused on family linked risk and protective processes in girls’ disruptive 

behavior and aimed to fill a gap in knowledge about the differential development of disruptive 

behaviors among girls. However, before turning to the conclusions, several limitations of 

the current review should be noted. First, we did not aim to give an extensive overview of 

all risk factors of girls’ development of disruptive behavior. instead, we focused primarily 

on family processes. Second, we referred to studies of boys as a source of comparison or 

because studies of girls were lacking, but we did not aim to explain gender differences 

in the association between parental behavior and the child’s disruptive behavior. Third, 

we mainly focused on middle childhood and adolescence since this is the time when an 

increase in disruptive behavior appears in girls. Fourth, aside from the gender and behavior 

of the child, parenting behavior is also influenced by multiple other factors such as genetic 

make-up, socioeconomic status, race/ethnicity, parental mental health and neighborhood 

of residence. The current paper did not address these factors since the focus was on girls 

and studies examining the association between these factors and parenting practices in 

girls are rare or nonexistent. Finally, although a meta-analysis would have been of great 

value, such an approach was beyond the scope of the present review. This is however, an 

important gap that needs to be addressed in the future. 

Despite these limitations, the current review shows the importance of including 

family functioning when studying the etiology and developmental course of girls’ 

disruptive behavior. To summarize key aspects of the current review, studies have shown 

that the majority of girls do not develop disruptive or delinquent behavior in childhood 

or adolescence. A small subgroup does, however, show disruptive behavior from an early 

age. early onset of disruptive behavior is associated with negative outcomes in adulthood 

including antisocial behavior, unemployment, substance use, mental health and parenting 

problems. A larger subgroup starts showing disruptive behavior in early adolescence. 

Although studies suggest that girls displaying childhood-onset disruptive behavior can 

be differentiated from those with an onset in adolescence, it is still unclear how these 

differential processes in girls can be explained. As summarized previously, there is some 

evidence from prospective studies that a suboptimal child-rearing environment (low levels 

of parental monitoring, and high levels of psychological control, coercive parental discipline 

and conflict) is linked to early onset disruptive behavior in girls. relationships with peers may 

also be key, as research extensively documented girls’ greater orientation and sensitivity 
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towards interpersonal relationships and some study findings suggested that rejection by 

(conventional) peers and affiliation with deviant peers is associated with problem behaviors 

at an early age (e.g. Hipwell et al., 2005; Snyder et al., 2005). in adolescence, there is some 

evidence for a connection between decreasing levels of parental monitoring and warmth 

and increasing levels of parent-adolescent conflict, and emergence of disruptive behavior, 

at least for a subgroup of girls. To date, however, trajectories of disruptive behavior have 

not yet been combined with trajectories of parenting behavior. Although a high relative 

stability of parenting behavior is likely to exist, studies on monitoring for example show 

both continuity and change over time (i.e., low absolute stability). it is therefore crucial 

to examine to what extent and in what way the changes over time in parenting behavior 

affect, or are influenced by the child’s behavior, during the preadolescent period. it is also 

crucial to study desistance from disruptive behavior in girls, because this will enhance our 

understanding of developmental processes associated with girls’ disruptive behavior.

early adolescence thus appears to be a crucial period for the development of 

disruptive behavior in girls. Besides being a time of transformation in parent-adolescent 

relationships, it also marks a transition from family to peer orientation, with decreasing 

parental influence and increasing association with, and influence of (deviant, older male) 

peers. relationships with peers may be particularly relevant for girls, as they are typically 

more oriented to interpersonal relations and more sensitive to rejection than boys, and 

because girls’ relationships with their peers are characterized by greater intimacy, loyalty 

and interpersonal engagement.

in addition to changes in environmental factors, girls also experience biological 

changes (e.g. hormonal processes, brain development, gains in physical size and strength) 

during this time. Further research is needed to examine the effect of biological changes on 

the girls’ behavioral and emotional development and the ways in which they interact with 

family factors. recently, studies have examined girls’ behavior trajectories into adolescence 

and adulthood (odgers et al., 2008; Schaeffer et al., 2006). These studies may shed light 

on behavioral changes resulting from important developmental shifts in biological and 

contextual factors during the transitions into and out of adolescence. more research is 

also needed to examine the extent to which these processes differ among different ethnic 

groups (for a review on parenting in African American, Latino and Asian American families 

see mcLoyd, Cauce, Takeuchi & Wilson, 2000). Furthermore, future studies should also 

take neighborhood factors into account since residence in dangerous or impoverished 
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neighborhoods is associated with more restrictive parenting practices (e.g. Furstenberg, 

1993). Several investigators, mainly reporting on male samples, have suggested that the 

beneficial effects of parental monitoring, for example, may be more evident for children living 

in the most disadvantaged neighborhoods (Loeber & Stouthamer-Loeber, 1986; Wikström 

& Loeber, 2000; Simons et al., 2002). Finally, socioeconomic status is also hypothesized 

to further explain differences in girls’ developmental trajectories since chronically poor 

families have been shown to provide lower quality childrearing environments than more 

advantaged families due to pervasive and chronic stressors associated with poverty 

(Dearing, mcCartney & Taylor, 2005).

Clinical implications. The findings of the current review indicate that prevention and 

intervention programs should ideally start or intensify just before the girl’s transition from 

childhood to adolescence. Since family functioning is clearly important in the development 

of disruptive behavior in girls, and findings suggest that this relationship is reciprocal, 

it is crucial for intervention programs to include parents in parent training programs or 

systemic therapies. Treatment programs, furthermore, should be specifically designed for 

girls and target girl specific problem behaviors such as relational aggression. The review 

suggests that a greater emphasis on building more positive relationships with parents (and 

peers) may be a critical component of effective, multi-component interventions for girls. 

Since multiple factors are associated with the development of girls’ disruptive behavior, the 

treatment of just one component (e.g. parent management skills) is likely to be insufficient 

to overcome other problems (e.g., social dysfunction in contact with peers) (Hipwell & 

Loeber, 2006). 

We know that childhood disruptive behavior is associated with negative outcomes 

in adulthood including delinquency, substance use, mental health, physical health and 

parenting problems (Bardone et al., 1996; Chamberlain & moore, 2002; Lewis et al., 1991; 

odgers et al., 2008; Serbin et al., 1991). it is therefore critical to provide interventions 

that prevent girls from following a pathway to suboptimal outcomes. Studying the 

development of disruptive behavior in girls by adopting a developmental perspective that 

depicts dynamic relations between parent and child behavior, is an important step in the 

development of such interventions. Attention, however, should also be paid to protective 

processes associated with family functioning since knowledge of nondeviance and 

desistance processes will further enhance our understanding of girls’ disruptive behavior 

and contribute to designing effective interventions for girls.
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is neighborhood Context Differently related to externalizing Problems and Delinquency 

for Girls compared with Boys? 

ABSTrACT

Although a number of reviews of gender differences in conduct problems and delinquency 

exist, this paper fills a gap in reviewing neighborhood influences on gender differences in 

conduct problems and delinquency. These influences are known to be important for boys 

in childhood and adolescence, but cannot be assumed to be influential in the same manner 

for girls. The paper starts with several conceptualizations of the association between 

gender, neighborhoods and juvenile delinquency. it then addresses four key questions. is 

residing in a disadvantaged neighborhood associated with problem behavior in girls? Are 

neighborhood effects independent of girls’ age? Are girls in disadvantaged neighborhoods 

exposed to more risk factors than girls in advantaged neighborhoods? Can mediating risk 

factors explain gender differences in neighborhood effects on children’s and adolescents’ 

conduct problems and delinquent behavior? Answers to these questions are important to 

steer research and elucidate aspects of interventions that can be optimized for girls.
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There is a general consensus that juvenile delinquency is concentrated in disadvantaged 

neighborhoods (ingoldsby & Shaw, 2002; Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000; Sampson & 

Groves, 1989; Winslow, 2001). in studies of predominantly male adolescent samples, 

neighborhood adversity has been linked to both minor and serious forms of delinquency, 

to the presence of gangs, and to a broad range of criminal activities. research however, has 

largely ignored the influence of neighborhood factors on the development of delinquent 

behavior in girls despite the fact that issues relating to etiology or opportunities for 

intervention within neighborhoods apply equally often for both girls and boys.

Although a contextual model that explains and predicts female delinquent behavior 

has yet to be formulated, it has been suggested that neighborhood characteristics have a 

different impact on the development of delinquent behavior for girls compared with boys 

(Greenberg, Lengua, Coie & Pinderhughes, 1999; Simons, Johnson, Beaman, Conger & 

Whitbeck, 1996). This notion is supported by studies showing that there are some distinct 

gender differences in the course and correlates of delinquency. key differences include the 

fact that girls tend to experience a later onset of delinquency than boys (e.g. Loeber and 

Stouthamer-Loeber, 1998; Silverthorn & Frick, 1999) desist from violence more rapidly 

(e.g. Howell, 2003), demonstrate less overt physical aggression (e.g. Crick & Grotpeter, 

1995), are less often involved in neighborhood gangs, street fighting, and gun carrying 

(esbensen, Deschenes & Winfree, 1999) and are more likely to victimize family members 

than strangers in the course of their delinquent behavior (Heide, 2003). Contextual 

differences include the fact that girls are exposed to different parenting practices than 

their male counterparts (see review by keenan & Shaw, 1997), as young children they 

tend to play more at home than in the community (maccoby, 1986) and tend to be more 

closely supervised by their parents (Hagan, 1989; kim, Hetherington & reiss, 1999). These 

differences raise the following questions: is there evidence of an effect of neighborhood 

risk on girls’ conduct problems and delinquent behavior? And if so, at what age is this 

effect evident? Furthermore, do these effects differ from the effects on boys’ delinquent 

behavior? Answers to these questions are important for improving our understanding of 

the cause and consequences of disruptive behavior and delinquency in girls, and are likely 

to be highly relevant for prevention and intervention, since many treatment programs 

are implemented in the local community. First however, we need to conceptualize the 

associations between gender, neighborhood influence and the development of conduct 

problems and delinquency, and consider gender-specific risk and protective factors. This 
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will provide a frame of reference for the specific questions that will be addressed in this 

paper: 1) is residence in a disadvantaged neighborhood associated with problem behaviors 

in girls (and not an artifact of other factors such as race and low socioeconomic status)? 

2) Are neighborhood effects independent of the girl’s age? 3) Are girls in disadvantaged 

neighborhoods exposed to a broader range of additional risk factors than girls in advantaged 

neighborhoods? 4) Can mediating risk factors explain gender differences in neighborhood 

effects on children and adolescents’ conduct problems and delinquent behavior?

Conceptualizations of the Associations between Gender, neighborhoods and 

juvenile Delinquency

Several psychological, sociological and criminological theories have been proposed 

to account for the influence of neighborhood factors on juvenile delinquent behavior. 

Sociological theories of deviance (e.g. Sampson & Groves, 1989; Shaw & mckay, 1969) 

hypothesize that the organization of neighborhoods and interactions among residents has 

an impact on rates of juvenile delinquency. This hypothesis relies on the premise that 

disorganized neighborhoods, characterized by high residential instability, segregation 

and isolation, in addition to low socioeconomic status (SeS) result in weak social control 

networks. This weak social control allows criminal activity to go unmonitored or even 

unnoticed by those who are not immediately victimized (Sampson & Lauritsen, 1994). 

Sampson (Sampson, 1993; Sampson & Laub, 1994) extended social disorganization theory 

to include elements of child development and family management. He posited that the 

impact of structural features of the community are mediated by community-level processes 

that directly and indirectly influence the care and behavior of children and adolescents. 

Such theories of social disorganization however, are silent in regard to gender differences 

and risks that are specific to female delinquency.

Another sociological theory proposed by Wikström (1998) postulates that individuals’ 

delinquent behavior constitutes a special case of social action and as such involves a process 

of choosing between a range of possible alternatives. individuals perceive and make 

choices about actions based on a combination of idiosyncratic characteristics, such as skills, 

temperament, and moral conscience, and based on the context in which the individuals 

operate. residents of more disadvantaged neighborhoods, with high crime rates and deviant 

role models, may develop different and unconventional ways of perceiving delinquent 

behavior such that it may be approved of (or at least, not disapproved of). This process 



n e I G h b o r h o o d  e f f e c T s  o n  G I r l s ’  d I s r u p T I v e  b e h av I o r

83

may result in a greater likelihood of committing crime. Thus, Wikström (1998) suggested 

that individual characteristics are relevant to offending behavior primarily through their 

impact on decision-making processes and the perception of alternative modes of action 

(e.g. the degree to which breaking the law is considered a behavioral option). Gender can 

be considered an ‘individual characteristic’, but Wikström’s (1998) conceptualization does 

not include an explicit statement about differences between boys and girls. 

 ecological theory, first proposed within the field of developmental psychology 

by Bronfenbrenner (1979), also adds a contextual dimension to the study of delinquent 

behavior (martens, 1993). Bronfenbrenner’s framework emphasizes the need to 

understand individuals within different types of contexts and to examine the multiple, 

interrelated influences on children (e.g. via family functioning, school-related factors, 

peers, communities). ecological theory proposes that the associations between risk factors 

and behavioral outcomes depend on the context in which those risks are experienced 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1986). in revising and extending his own theory, Bronfenbrenner (1992) 

stated that “every research design for the study of human development should provide for 

the possibility of differences in process and outcome associated with the factors of gender, 

age, and race…” (p. 225). Since Bronfenbrenner’s framework focuses on the development 

of ‘normal’ behavior, it does not specifically explain juvenile delinquent behavior nor the 

gender differences associated with it. 

over the last couple of decades there has been growing interest in examining 

the mechanisms by which neighborhood factors operate. The implicit premise of many 

sociological and ecological approaches is that neighborhood influences are indirect, that 

is, they operate via more proximal behaviors (Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000). other 

researchers, however, have argued that the impact of these community processes can be 

both direct and indirect depending on factors such as developmental level (e.g. Sampson, 

1993). Thus, when children grow older, they become increasingly embedded in social 

networks in the neighborhood and, as a result, the direct effects of neighborhood on 

individual youth behavior tend to increase. 

in their now classic review, Jencks and mayer (1990) developed a taxonomy of 

ways in which neighborhoods might influence child development. The five groups of 

models may be summarized as: 1) neighborhood institutional resource models, which 

posit that neighborhood resources affect children through police presence, and through 

access to stimulating, learning, and social environments; 2) Collective Socialization models, 
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which propose that neighborhood influences affect children by means of community social 

organizations, including the presence of adult role models, supervision, and monitoring, 

in addition to structure and routines; 3) Contagion (or epidemic) models, which focus on 

problem behaviors and are based on the premise that the negative behavior of neighbors 

and peers strongly influences or spreads to the behavior of others; 4) models of Competition, 

which suggest that neighbors or peers compete for scarce community resources; and 5) 

relative Deprivation models, which posit that neighborhood conditions affect individuals 

via their evaluation of their own situation relative to their neighbors or peers.

 more recently, Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn (2000) reformulated this taxonomy and 

proposed an overview of the potential mechanisms by which neighborhoods may influence 

children and youth. Their three models, in contrast to those proposed by Jencks and mayer 

(1990), are complementary rather than mutually exclusive of each other. The models refer 

to institutional resources, relationships, and norms/collective efficacy. The institutional 

resources model describes the availability, accessibility, affordability of child care, schools, 

medical facilities, and employment opportunities, and the quality of learning, social and 

recreational activities present in the community. The relationship model takes into account 

parental characteristics and behavior, support networks available to the parents, quality 

and structure of the home environment, and affiliation with peers. The third model labeled 

norms/Collective efficacy, takes into account the extent to which community-level formal 

and informal institutions exist to supervise and monitor the behavior of residents, and 

the presence of physical risk to residents. Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn (2000) argued that 

the utility of a particular model largely depends on the outcome under investigation. For 

studying delinquent behavior, the norms/collective efficacy-model and the relationship-

model are considered most useful although it remains unclear whether, and in what ways, 

gender moderates their effects. 

in summary, none of these theories explicitly offer hypotheses for gender differences 

according to different neighborhood context. However, each theory offers the opportunity 

to generate more refined hypotheses relevant to girls. For instance, when considering 

social disorganization theory, one could argue that girls are differently affected by 

weak social controls than boys. Because parental supervision and monitoring has been 

shown to be more common for girls than boys (e.g. Hagan, 1989; kim et al., 1999), 

one might expect that these factors buffer girls from the effects of weak social control in 

the neighborhood. For boys, however, lower parental control and monitoring may result 
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in greater exposure to neighborhood factors and a greater inclination and opportunity 

to engage in illicit activities. When considering Bronfenbrenner’s (1979; 1992) ecological 

theory, one could argue that girls’ contexts (i.e. the way they interact with peers, parents, 

and other adults) differ from that of boys and therefore the relation between risk factors 

and behavioral outcome will be gender-specific. For instance, a number of studies have 

shown that mothers tend to be more physically negative with disruptive boys than girls, 

and that these boys in turn exhibit higher rates of aggression than girls (e.g. Deater-

Deckard, Dodge, Bates & Pettit, 1998; Webster-Stratton, 1996). on the other hand, there 

is evidence to suggest that the development of aggressive behavior is more closely linked 

to family relationships for females than males, particularly if there is ongoing conflict with 

the mother (Pepler, 1995)

Wikström’s (1998) theory about the ways in which individual characteristics 

influence decision-making could also be developed to incorporate specific hypotheses 

relating to child gender. Certain individual characteristics may be more likely to appear in 

girls, others more likely in boys. For instance, Prior, Smart, Sanson, and oberklaid (1993) 

reported that boys showed greater temperamental difficulty from age 5 onwards and were 

more likely to have problems with adaptive behavior and social competence. Furthermore, 

moffitt, Caspi, rutter and Silva (2001) reported that boys were more likely than girls to 

show neurocognitive deficits, hyperactivity and poor impulse control. They were also more 

likely to have delinquent peers. Such characteristics may well impact on an individual’s 

decision-making process and potential for delinquency in the context of neighborhood 

disadvantage.

Risk and Protective Factors. 

Another analytical approach has focused on risk (and protective) factors associated 

with the development of delinquent behavior. Several reviews (again, based mainly 

on male populations) have identified risk factors within multiple domains of influence: 

individual, family, school, peer group, and the community (Farrington, 1987; Herrenkohl, 

Hawkins, Chung, Hill & Battin-Pearson, 2001; Lipsey & Derzon, 1998; Loeber & Dishion, 

1983; Yoshikawa, 1994). Within the community domain, specific risk factors pertain to 

neighborhood disadvantage, neighborhood disorganization, residential mobility, laws and 

neighborhood norms favorable to crime, availability of firearms, and media portrayals 

of violence. There is consensus among scholars however, that no single risk factor but 
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rather an accumulation of multiple risk factors (in different domains) is associated with the 

development of delinquent behavior (e.g. Stouthamer-Loeber, Loeber, Wei, Farrington & 

Wikström, 2002; Yoshikawa, 1994). Furthermore, this accumulation of risk factors can be 

buffered by protective factors. Phrased differently, it is the balance of risk and protective 

factors that counts. recently, some evidence has emerged that the relative influence of risk 

and protective factors may vary for particular subgroups of children or families, such as 

minority groups (e.g. Deater-Deckard et al., 1998; Greenberg et al., 1999). 

Although there has been little research on the interaction between neighborhood 

risk and child gender as it relates to juvenile delinquency, there is some evidence for the 

existence of gender-specific family and peer risk factors. it is possible that these differing 

constellations of risk in other domains mediate the effects of neighborhood factors in 

important ways. For this reason, gender-specific risk and protective factors for conduct 

problems and delinquency are summarized briefly below. 

 There is accumulating evidence that some family factors are more closely associated 

with problem behavior for girls than boys, such as family dysfunction and a greater likelihood 

of being maltreated in the home (e.g. Caspi & moffitt, 1991; Giordano & Cenkovich, 

1997; Lee, Burkam, Zimiles & Ladewski, 1994; margolin & Gordis, 2000). For example, it 

has been reported that the families of aggressive and delinquent girls are characterized by 

greater discord, deviance and conflict than families of their male counterparts (Henggeler, 

edwards & Borduin, 1987; Smith & Thomas, 2000; Widom, 1978). Furthermore, in a sample 

of young adolescents, girls were shown to be more sensitive than boys to disruptions in 

their social environment, particularly at home, and that stressors and disruptions (such as 

parental divorce) differentially affected girls’ behavioral and emotional functioning (Lee et 

al., 1994). A study by Huizinga (1995) also showed that family isolation was associated 

with the development of female but not with male aggression.

These gender differences in family functioning are important when considering 

the impact of neighborhood characteristics. Thus, Stern and Smith (1995) found that 

parenting was a partial mediator of neighborhood disadvantage for risk of adolescent 

delinquency in the rochester Youth Development study. in path analyses controlling for 

family-level economic hardship, neighborhood disadvantage was significantly associated 

with lower parental involvement, which was related to decreased parental control, which 

in turn, was significantly related to higher rates of delinquency. Unfortunately, due to 

the overrepresentation of males in this sample, the authors were not able to analyze 
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each gender separately. in a sample of 15- and 16-year-old Swedish males, Lindström 

(1996) showed that the influence of family interaction on serious juvenile offending 

was dependent on neighborhood context. Thus, low family interaction was much more 

strongly related to juvenile offending in disadvantaged neighborhoods. Finally, in a study 

of 99 African American families, Plybon and kliewer (2001) showed that family stress 

(operationalized as the number of major life events experienced) mediated the association 

between neighborhood type (based on six indicators from census and police data, such as 

percentage of families living below the poverty line and the number of crimes committed 

against persons) and externalizing behavior problems in 8-12 year old children. These 

investigators also reported a moderating effect of family cohesion on the relation between 

neighborhood type and behavior problems. Thus, children living in the most impoverished 

neighborhoods with high levels of family cohesion demonstrated fewer behavior problems 

compared to their peers in low-cohesive households in the same neighborhood. no 

differences according to child gender were found however.

Characteristics of parenting may also buffer/counteract the risk of living in a 

disadvantaged neighborhood. For instance, in the Chicago Youth Development study, 

Gorman-Smith, Tolan and Henry (2000) reported that parental control combined with 

family cohesion protected adolescent males from serious delinquency, especially for those 

living in poor, disorganized, inner-city neighborhoods.

Various hypotheses have been proposed about gender differences in the type or 

degree of exposure to risk factors (moffitt et al., 2001). Firstly, as previously described, 

there may be differential vulnerability of boys and girls to certain risk factors (mears, 

Ploeger & Warr, 1998). These investigators, for example, suggested that females were 

differentially affected by involvement with delinquent peers. The results of their study 

of 1,626 13- to 19-year-olds suggested that females were more likely than males to 

evaluate the moral consequences of their behavior and that this appeared to mitigate or 

counteract the influence of delinquent peers among females regardless of the amount 

of contact they had with them. Secondly, it may be important to consider an hypothesis 

of differential exposure. Girls may, for example, be less likely to be exposed to the same 

risk factors as boys (e.g. moffitt et al., 2001; rowe, Vazsonyi & Flannery, 1995), or they 

may be exposed to less serious risk factors than boys are. Thirdly, manuzza and Gittelman 

(1984) suggested that although there may be a similar accumulation of risk factors for 

each gender, there may be different thresholds for girls and boys. Alternatively, it may be 
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that the speed of accumulation of risk factors may be key. For example, it may be that the 

rapid accumulation of risk factors within a relatively short time period, as compared to a 

more steady accumulation, increases the risk of delinquent behavior.

in summary, there has been little theoretical discussion of potential neighborhood 

contextual effects on girls’ compared with boys’ delinquent behavior (ingoldsby & Shaw, 

2002). We are aware of no empirical studies and only one heuristic discussion of the 

association between community structure and female delinquency rates. in this discussion, 

Figueira-mcDonough (1992) suggested that certain community characteristics, especially 

poverty and high rates of instability, may affect the gender ratio (i.e. the relative participation 

of females in criminal activities) through variation in gender ideologies (gender role 

changes) and other informal social control processes. This author emphasized the need to 

bring females systematically into ecological studies in order to formulate a comprehensive 

paradigm of criminal behavior that avoids reliance on gender-biased constructs. 

The processes or mechanisms through which risk and protective factors in general, 

and neighborhood quality in particular, operate for each gender are still unclear. This 

appears to be mainly due to the fact that studies do not typically include measures of 

the community and family processes, which are likely to mediate the effects of socio-

demographic and structural characteristics. in addition, limited sample sizes do not usually 

allow comparisons to be made between the genders. 

Methodological issues

We will now turn to a number of methodological issues that apply to research aimed 

at detecting neighborhood effects and more specifically, at detecting gender differences in 

contextual effects. The main obstacle arises from the fact that a theoretical framework for 

the development of delinquent behavior in girls, which accounts for neighborhood effects, 

is lacking. Although a number of proposals for female trajectories to delinquent behavior 

have been offered in recent years (e.g. Côté, Zoccolillo, Tremblay, nagin & Vitaro, 2001; 

Fergusson & Horwood, 2002; Silverthorn & Frick, 1999), there remains little agreement on 

the nature and timing of different problem behaviors as they unfold in different types of 

neighborhood context. Part of the reason may be that the criteria for measuring disruptive 

behavior developed for boys may not be sensitive and specific for girls (Zoccolillo, Tremblay 

& Vitaro, 1996). Yet, because few studies have recruited sufficiently large samples of girls, 

important questions about the validity of these criteria remain. 
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Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn (2000) described a number of confounds that must be 

taken into account when evaluating research that examines neighborhood effects. The 

first problem is that interactions between children, families and neighborhood are clearly 

bi-directional in nature, a relationship which is often difficult to evaluate empirically. The 

second problem is that important contextual information is often missing or unavailable. 

For example, the use of census tract data in defining neighborhood implies the assessment 

of structural aspects, such as income, employment rates, and household composition. 

neighborhood social organization, however, cannot be assessed using such data. Thus, the 

effects of neighborhood variables on child and adolescent outcomes may be underestimated 

owing to suppression by other, unmeasured variables. in this case, the true relationship 

between neighborhood quality and an outcome variable is revealed only when suppressor 

variables are included in the analysis. For example, suppression may account for not 

finding the expected positive effect of the presence of high-SeS neighbors in minority 

samples. if the high-SeS neighbors of minority sample members are predominantly white, 

then their presence in minority neighborhoods may engender resentment rather than 

increase the levels of neighborhood resources or provide positive role models for minority 

youth (Duncan, Connell & klebanov, 1997). Another confound is the self-selection bias 

(Tienda, 1991). To some extent, families choose their neighborhoods and their length of 

residence in those neighborhoods. Thus, families residing in disadvantaged neighborhoods 

may differ from families residing in advantaged neighborhoods on key characteristics that 

are directly related to children’s problem behavior (ingoldsby & Shaw, 2002; Leventhal & 

Brooks-Gunn, 2000). 

Another methodological issue for neighborhood and gender, as well as the 

neighborhood by gender interaction, is the issue of threshold effects. neighborhood, 

gender and interaction effects may not be linear across the entire range of neighborhood 

conditions. Threshold effects might exist, for instance in the presence of low- or high-SeS 

neighbors or ethnic diversity, above which these neighborhood conditions matter, but 

below which they do not (Duncan et al., 1997). 

The following discussion of findings will concentrate primarily on north American 

research, since the use of national Census Tract data greatly facilitates the direct comparison 

of different studies. most of the studies cited have been conducted in urban areas, and 

we will note when more heterogeneous populations are included. Where possible, we 

will describe studies with samples consisting of girls, or both girls and boys. Due to the 
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relatively small number of girl studies, however, we occasionally refer to studies based on 

males. For children, we have included research based on conduct problems, since this is 

known to be an important precursor of later delinquent behavior (e.g. Loeber & Dishion, 

1983; Loeber, 1990). For adolescents, we have reviewed studies of delinquent behavior, as 

measured by self-report or official data. Finally, in defining neighborhood context as a risk 

factor, we specify which structural aspects of Census Tract data (e.g. income or SeS, ethnic 

diversity, and residential instability) have been included.

With these methodological issues and provisos in mind, we turn to the four key 

questions pertaining to the impact of neighborhoods on girls’ problem behavior.

key Questions

Is Residing in a Disadvantaged Neighborhood Associated with Problem Behaviors in 

Girls? 

research findings agree that problem behaviors among boys and girls are more 

prevalent among children residing in disadvantaged neighborhoods than among those in 

more advantaged neighborhoods (e.g. Brooks-Gunn, Duncan, klebanov & Sealand, 1993; 

Chase-Lansdale & Gordon, 1996; elliott, Wilson, Huizinga, Sampson, elliott & rankin, 

1996; Greenberg et al., 1999; ingoldsby & Shaw, 2002; kupersmidt, Griesler, Derosier, 

Patterson & Davis, 1995; Loeber & Wikström, 1993; Simons et al., 1996; Plybon & kliewer, 

2001; Winslow, 2001). Boyle and Lipman (2002) reported that between-neighborhood 

variation accounted for 7.6% of parent and 6.6% of teacher ratings of problem behavior 

in 4- to 11-year-olds. Similarly, Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn (2000) concluded that the 

neighborhood effects reported by studies in their review, were small to moderate and 

accounted for about 5% of the variance in child outcomes after controlling for family-level 

variables (e.g. family structure, maternal education and age). 

As far as neighborhood effects on delinquent and disruptive behavior among girls 

are concerned, a couple of empirical studies have emerged in recent years. Hipwell, Loeber, 

Stouthamer-Loeber, keenan, White and kroneman (2002a; b) reported on data from the 

first wave of a prospective, multiple cohort community study of 2,451 5-8 year old girls: 

the Pittsburgh Girls Study (PGS). in this study, independent block ratings of neighborhood 

physical disorder (e.g. presence of graffiti, abandoned cars; Wei, Hipwell, Pardini, Byers & 

Loeber, 2005) and high neighborhood rates of crime (as documented by police records) 

were associated with parents’ reports girls’ problem behavior. other studies have also 
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provided female-specific evidence for an association between neighborhood disadvantage 

and problem behavior in children. Thus, kellam, Ling, merisca, Brown and ialongo (1998) 

found that girls going to a school located in a poor neighborhood were 10 times more 

likely to be highly aggressive than girls going to a school in a neighborhood of moderate 

poverty. Furthermore, Brooks-Gunn and colleagues (1993) reported a significant effect 

of neighborhood disadvantage on rates of teenage pregnancy and dropping out of high 

school among females.

At the more extreme end of the spectrum of child problem behavior, studies have 

also consistently shown that serious forms of problem behavior in adolescent females 

are more prevalent in disadvantaged neighborhoods. For example, Durant, Cadenhead, 

Pendergast, Slavens and Linder (1994) reported that in a sample of 225 11- to 19-year-

old African American adolescents (56% of whom were female) living in housing projects 

(i.e. highly disadvantaged neighborhoods) with high levels of violence, 52.4% reported 

that they had attacked someone out of anger, 24.6% had, at some time, carried a hidden 

weapon, 11.9% had been involved in a gang-fight, and 13.5% had attacked someone with 

a weapon with the idea of seriously hurting or killing them. A comparison neighborhood 

group however, was not included in this study. Finally, Sommers and Baskin (1994) reported 

that initiation into violent street crime was strongly influenced by neighborhood quality. 

Women who were initiated into such crime early in childhood were more likely to have 

grown up in neighborhoods characterized by a high concentration of poverty.

An important question that is raised by these findings is whether these neighborhood 

effects on problem behavior are artifactual and simply a reflection of other related 

factors such as race or single parent household. Thus, confounding, “third”, variables 

could possibly explain the association between neighborhood risk and the occurrence 

of child problem behavior. For example, kupersmidt and colleagues (1995) did not find 

main effects of neighborhood type on childhood aggression and peer relations in second 

through fifth graders from low and middle SeS neighborhoods. However, the researchers 

found a significant family type (a combination of SeS, race and family composition) by 

neighborhood type interaction, showing that low-income, black children living in a single 

parent home were the most aggressive, but only for those who were also living in a low 

SeS neighborhood. 

As described earlier, it is important to keep in mind that families are not randomly 

distributed across neighborhoods. Significant relations between neighborhood characteristics 
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and children’s and adolescents’ behavioral adjustment could be due to the self-selection of 

dysfunctional families into low-SeS areas, rather than there being a true neighborhood effect. 

However, a study by Winslow (2001) showed that moving into extremely disadvantaged areas 

predicted increases in problem behavior in boys at age 6 relative to other boys whose parents 

stayed in more advantaged areas. Among low-income families, those with minority status, 

parental criminality and maternal depression were less likely to move into more advantaged 

neighborhoods. nevertheless, when controlling for these variables, neighborhood context 

still contributed to the prediction of delinquent behavior, suggesting that selection effects 

may not play a large role in the development of delinquent behavior.

other research has provided some information about low SeS (on an individual 

level) and race variables as possible confounds. For example, research by kalff and 

colleagues (2001) revealed that the effect of neighborhood deprivation on 5- to 7-year-

olds’ problem behavior remained after adjustment for individual level of socioeconomic 

status. no comparisons between boys and girls were made in this study however. race 

also, is unlikely to be a confounding variable. in an adolescent male sample, Peeples and 

Loeber (1998) examined individual factors and neighborhood context in ethnic differences 

in juvenile offending. They found that African American youth compared to Caucasian 

youth were more frequently and more seriously delinquent. However, when African 

Americans did not live in underclass neighborhoods, their delinquent behavior was similar 

to that of the Caucasians. 

in summary, girls as well as boys residing in disadvantaged neighborhoods show more 

problem behavior than those in advantaged neighborhoods. Although these neighborhood 

effects tend to be small to moderate, they still exist among mixed samples of both males 

and females, after controlling for demographic and family level variables (Brooks-Gunn et 

al., 1993; Greenberg et al., 1999; Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000; Loeber & Wikström, 

1993). At present it is unclear whether “true neighborhood effects” on problem behavior 

also exist in female-only samples. 

Are Neighborhood Effects Independent of the Girl’s Age? 

neighborhood effects on conduct problems and delinquent behavior may change 

with age and it has been suggested that the relationship is stronger for adolescents than 

for younger children (kupersmidt et al., 1995). This may be true for a number of reasons. 

Firstly, the distance that children are able to travel away from home, both alone and 
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with friends, tends to increase with age. Secondly, the number of play companions in the 

neighborhood increases as children grow older (kupersmidt et al., 1995). increasing age 

and presumed autonomy from parental control thus implies increased, or more intensive, 

exposure to neighborhood risk factors. Another consideration is that as children grow 

older, the influence of peers becomes more prominent (Bank, Patterson & reid, 1996; 

kupersmidt et al., 1995; Patterson, reid & Dishion, 1992). Along with increasing peer 

influence, the mediating effects of family factors between neighborhood disadvantage 

and children’s behavior are likely to decrease (Chase-Lansdale, Gordon, Brooks-Gunn, & 

Connell, 1997; elliott et al., 1996; ingoldsby, 2002; Winslow, 2001). 

Few empirical studies however, have been conducted that can inform about 

developmental changes in the relationship between neighborhood and problem behaviors 

among girls. Although no difference in the association between disruptive behavior in 

young girls and neighborhood quality according to age was reported by Hipwell et al. 

(2002b), the findings from that study were based on the cross-sectional analyses of four 

separate cohorts (ages 5, 6, 7 and 8 years), so the investigators were limited to speculations 

about (the lack of) developmental effects. Based on a sample of adolescent males, elliott 

and colleagues (1996) reported that between-neighborhood differences in various 

developmental outcomes were much larger for 16- to 18-year-olds compared to 12- to 

14-year-olds. As girls, in general, are more closely supervised than boys (Hagan, 1989; 

kim et al., 1999), we expect that the between-neighborhood effects would be less marked 

among girls but that there would nevertheless be a closer link between neighborhood 

quality and conduct problems for older than for younger girls. 

How early in life are differences in problem behavior apparent in different types 

of neighborhoods? Previous research has demonstrated concurrent associations between 

neighborhood poverty and problem behavior as early as age 5 (e.g. Chase-Lansdale & 

Gordon, 1996). A longitudinal study by Winslow (2001) on 281 low income boys from 1½ 

to 6 years showed that, with the exception of one age group, residing in a disadvantaged 

neighborhood was not associated with risk for conduct problems. Five-year-old boys living 

in extremely disadvantaged neighborhoods exhibited significantly more conduct problems 

than boys in somewhat less disadvantaged, but nevertheless low SeS, neighborhoods. 

As described previously, Hipwell and colleagues (2002b) reported an effect of both 

neighborhood physical disorder and local crime rates on parents’ reports of girls’ disruptive 

behavior as young as age 5 years. 
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in summary, little research has examined the development of female problem 

behaviors in relation to neighborhood disadvantage. While there is still no clear indication 

that neighborhood quality has an increasing impact on delinquent behaviors with 

age, the jury is still out, and it remains plausible that the magnitude of the association 

between neighborhood quality and girls’ conduct problems and delinquency increases 

with development especially in the adolescent period. neighborhood effects on children’s 

behavior (regardless of gender) are thought to emerge at around the time of entry into 

elementary school (Chase-Lansdale & Gordon, 1996). Very early problem behavior may 

be more closely associated with parent and individual risk factors, such that any early 

neighborhood effects are likely to mediated through these more proximal risk factors 

(Brooks-Gunn et al., 1993; Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000). 

Are Girls in Disadvantaged Neighborhoods Exposed to More Risk Factors than Girls in 

Advantaged Neighborhoods? 

Theories often used to explain juvenile delinquency implicate risk factors that 

are considered to be more prevalent in disadvantaged neighborhoods (Wilson, 1991a; 

1991b). research into the relationship between communities and crime has shown 

that neighborhoods with high rates of offenders tend to be characterized by structural 

community characteristics such as concentrated poverty, high residential mobility, 

population heterogeneity, and high levels of family disruption (e.g. Shaw & mckay, 1969; 

Sampson, 1993). However, several investigators have pointed out that the relation between 

sociodemographic indicators of neighborhood disadvantage and serious social problems 

seems to be nonlinear; that is, only extremely disadvantaged urban neighborhoods appear 

to be characterized by significantly elevated rates of problems such as crime, delinquency, 

teenage pregnancy and school dropout (e.g. Crane, 1991). 

in an all-male sample of serious juvenile offenders, Wikström and Loeber (2000) 

found that many individual, family and peer characteristics (both risk and protective factors) 

showed significant variation by neighborhood quality. For example, poor supervision, low 

school motivation, lack of guilt and peer delinquency were all more prevalent among 

families and individuals living in disadvantaged neighborhoods. Also, Stouthamer-Loeber 

and colleagues (2002) reported that disadvantaged neighborhoods, compared with more 

advantaged neighborhoods, had a higher prevalence of risk effects for male delinquency 

(e.g. substance use, low parental supervision) and a lower prevalence of promotive effects 
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(e.g. positive attitude towards school, good relationship with parents and affiliation with 

non-delinquent peers). 

research has shown that adolescents’ exposure to community violence is greater 

in disadvantaged neighborhoods (Attar, Guerra, & Tolan 1994; Gorman-Smith & Tolan, 

1998). in an urban community study of sixth graders, Farrell and Bruce (1997) reported 

that more than 90% of the children had heard guns being shot, had seen someone being 

beaten up, or had seen someone getting arrested. Furthermore, in their review of the effects 

of family and community violence on children, margolin and Gordis (2000) concluded that 

in inner-city neighborhoods, more than one-third of the children and adolescents had been 

directly victimized, and almost all children had witnessed community violence. 

Some studies have suggested that girls are less likely to be exposed to neighborhood 

violence and victimization than boys. in their previously described study, Farrell and Bruce 

(1997) found that 37% of the boys reported having been beaten up, 31% reported that 

someone had threatened to kill them, and 42% had seen someone shot, compared with 

16%, 14% and 30% of the girls respectively. in their sample of inner-city adolescents, 

Perez-Smith, Albus and Weist (2001) found similar rates of exposure to violence as in 

the preceding study; again, girls were significantly less likely to report witnessing, and 

being a victim of violence than boys. in contrast, however, Feigelman, Howard, Li and 

Cross (2000) found no gender differences in rates of exposure to violence, or delinquent 

behavior among African American urban youth. Although the rates and extent of exposure 

to community violence may vary according to child gender, the evidence is consistent that 

such exposure significantly increases subsequent delinquent behavior among both boys 

and girls (Farrell and Bruce, 1997; Feigelman et al., 2000; Gorman-Smith & Tolan, 2000; 

Guerra, Huesmann, Tolan, Van Acker & eron, 1995; ingoldsby & Shaw, 2002; margolin & 

Gordis, 2000). 

Finally, boys and girls residing in disadvantaged neighborhoods have a higher 

probability of being exposed to, and becoming involved with, delinquent peers (e.g. 

Brody et al., 2001; kim et al., 1999; kupersmidt et al., 1995; Simons et al., 1996). in a 

meta-analysis, Lipsey and Derzon (1998) identified affiliation with delinquent peers as 

one of the strongest early adolescent predictors of later violent or serious delinquency. 

Associations with deviant peers are known to play an important role in the perpetuation 

and exacerbation of delinquent behaviors among females (e.g. Aseltine, 1995; Giordano, 

Cernkovich & Pugh, 1987) although the degree of risk of such affiliations, relative to 
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those for males, remains unclear. nevertheless, from adolescence onwards, girls appear to 

be more likely than males to mate assortatively (krueger, moffitt, Caspi, Bleske & Silva, 

1998).

in summary, girls, like boys, residing in disadvantaged neighborhoods, compared to 

those living in more advantaged neighborhoods, are exposed to a greater number of risk 

factors, including exposure to different forms of community and family violence and an 

increased likelihood of affiliation with deviant peers. These effects have been documented 

throughout childhood and adolescence.

Can Mediating Risk Factors Explain Gender Differences in Neighborhood Effects on 

Children’s and Adolescents’ Conduct Problems and Delinquent Behavior?

Two studies have systematically examined the interactions between neighborhood 

factors and gender on children’s and adolescents’ problem behavior. Greenberg and 

colleagues (1999) studied the contributions of different risk factors in predicting children’s 

psychological and academic outcomes at the end of first grade, by taking into account 

gender as a moderator of contextual impact. The participants in this study were 337 

families recruited from four US sites that represented different cross-sections of the 

population in terms of urbanicity, ethnicity and SeS. The results showed that the association 

between neighborhood and both parent and teacher ratings of externalizing behavior was 

significant for boys but not for girls. Also, Simons and colleagues (1996) examined the 

impact of community structure on conduct problems and psychological distress in 207 

Caucasian adolescents (mean age 14 years), living in single parent families in small rural 

communities. The pattern of relationships between the psychosocial variables was largely 

similar for boys and girls. For example, low scores on observed parenting behaviors (e.g. 

lack of warmth, poor communication, hostility) were modestly correlated with high scores 

on maternal reports of affiliation with deviant peers (r = .30 for girls and r = .25 for boys). 

For the girls, in contrast to boys, community disadvantage (i.e. rates of neighborhood 

unemployment, government assistance and low levels of education) was not found to be 

related to conduct problems. The proportion of single parent families in the neighborhood, 

on the other hand, influenced girls’ conduct problems directly, as well as indirectly, via 

the influence of deviant peers. The correlational paths from community disadvantage to 

quality of parenting and from quality of parenting to conduct problems were significantly 

higher for boys than girls, whereas the effect of low family SeS on quality of parenting was 
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higher for girls than for boys. 

Considering child or adolescent related mediators, Beale-Spencer, Cole, Jones and 

Swanson (1997) examined individual differences in coping, adaptation and mental health in 

two samples of young African American adolescents living in disadvantaged neighborhoods. 

Although they did not find a direct effect of neighborhood, the results suggested that 

girls reported more negative life events in more disadvantaged neighborhoods. no 

such relationship was found for boys. Furthermore, neighborhood disadvantage had 

a moderating effect on adaptive coping processes in relation to externalizing problem 

behavior for girls, but not for boys. Thus, high levels of reported coping among girls 

were associated with fewer problem behavior outcomes, but only for those females living 

in moderately disadvantaged neighborhoods. The authors concluded that among girls, 

cognitive processes such as adaptive coping seemed to mediate the negative effects of 

residing in moderately disadvantaged neighborhoods but not in highly disadvantaged 

neighborhoods. 

We noted that parenting practices have been linked with community disorganization 

(e.g. Brooks-Gunn et al., 1997; Duncan et al., 1994; klebanov et al., 1994; Sampson 

& Laub, 1994; Simons et al., 1996), such that children who live in a disadvantaged 

neighborhood may be exposed to less than optimal parenting. Chase-Lansdale and 

colleagues (1997) examined neighborhood and family influences on the intellectual and 

behavioral competence of preschool and early school-age children. They found that there 

were few direct neighborhood influences on preschoolers, compared to early school-age 

children, and hypothesized that for this younger group of children, the neighborhood 

influences were likely to be mediated by the family. in the Pittsburgh Girls Study the 

possible mediating effects of parenting characteristics were also examined (Hipwell et 

al., 2002b). These investigators reported that there were main effects of neighborhood 

disadvantage (i.e. measures of physical disorder) on young girls’ disruptive and delinquent 

behavior that remained even after accounting for the quality of parental behaviors. A 

different pattern however, was revealed depending on whether the informant of the girls’ 

behavior was the parent or the child. When the girls’ self-report of disruptive behavior was 

considered, neighborhood factors appeared to have a negligible impact. 

Finally, research shows that poor parenting and lack of parental monitoring 

in particular, contributes not only directly to girls’ and boys’ delinquent behaviors, but 

also indirectly as seen in the increased likelihood that these children will also have more 
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opportunity to associate with deviant peers (e.g. Simons et al., 1996; kim et al., 1999). it 

has been argued that peer influence might be more important for girls than for boys, since 

girls’ friendships during childhood and adolescence are characterized by greater intimacy 

and loyalty (Buhrmester & Furman, 1987; Savin-Williams & Berndt, 1990). Also, girls 

typically enter mixed-age and mixed-sex peer groups earlier than boys (Vitaro, Tremblay 

& Bukowski, 2001). This may lead to affiliation with older deviant males, which in turn 

may result in the onset, or increases in the girl’s delinquent behavior and precocious sexual 

behavior. it is also known that early maturing girls in particular tend to affiliate with older 

deviant males (Caspi, Lynam, moffitt & Silva, 1993; Stattin & magnusson, 1990), so onset 

of puberty may have an additional moderating effect. on the other hand, research shows 

that boys have more neighborhood play companions than girls (kupersmidt et al., 1995) 

and have more friends who engage in delinquent activities (Brody et al., 2001; kim et al., 

1999). The inconsistencies in these findings indicate that empirical studies of the processes 

through which gender differences in peer influence differently mediate neighborhood 

effects are much needed.

ConCLUSion

There is fairly consistent evidence for higher rates of both minor as well as serious conduct 

problems and delinquent behaviors among girls residing in disadvantaged compared 

with more advantaged neighborhoods. The neighborhood effects associated with female 

problem behavior however tend to be small to moderate in magnitude and may become 

more pronounced in adolescence compared with childhood. Like boys, girls living in 

disadvantaged neighborhoods compared to those in advantaged neighborhoods tend to 

be exposed to a higher number of risk factors, including exposure to violence (community 

violence as well as intra-familial violence), family dysfunction and the influence of deviant 

peers. 

it seems plausible however that these neighborhood effects differ for girls compared 

with boys, because girls on average experience a later onset of delinquency than boys, are 

more likely to display aggression within, rather than outside, the confines of the family, 

and girls’ social interactions with peers in neighborhoods are less often manifested by 

involvement in gangs. indeed, studies indicate that boys’ and girls’ delinquent behavior 

may be differently affected by neighborhood risk factors. Considering direct effects, girls 

seem to be more affected by certain neighborhood related risk factors than boys, such as 
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the proportion of single parent families in the neighborhood and the presence of more 

affluent neighbors. Also, girls seem to be affected differently by indirect, or mediating, 

neighborhood factors compared with boys. even though research findings on the mediating 

role of parenting practices between neighborhood quality and girls’ problem behavior are 

inconclusive, there is some evidence to suggest that parents monitor girls more closely than 

boys, girls tend to spend more time at home and are more affected by family disruptions. 

These family-level characteristics may mean, for example, that the influence of deviant 

peers is less prominent for girls relative to boys. Thus, the extent to which parents promote 

or counteract antisocial influences in the community may be an important component for 

understanding the processes by which disadvantaged neighborhoods place girls at risk for 

the development of problem behavior. 

Considering affiliation with deviant peers, much remains unclear about the ways in 

which this may mediate neighborhood effects on girls’ delinquent behavior. it is known 

that girls’ and boys’ friendship groups, patterns and activities develop differently over 

childhood and adolescence. Girls typically enter mixed-age and mixed-sex peer groups 

earlier than boys, which, in more disadvantaged neighborhoods, may lead to increased 

exposure to delinquent males (and associated risks for female delinquency and teenage 

pregnancies). Yet research consistently shows that boys affiliate more with deviant peers. 

These potentially contradictory findings may simply reflect the fact that delinquent behavior 

is more prevalent among boys despite living in the same neighborhood as girls. 

our review also seems to suggest that boys are more strongly influenced by 

neighborhood effects than girls. Possible explanations are that boys report a greater 

number of playmates in the neighborhood, boys tend to play more out of the home, and 

boys report greater affiliation with the neighborhood in which they reside. it should be 

noted however, that some studies do not find gender differences in neighborhood effects 

on problem behavior (e.g. kupersmidt et al., 1995; Plybon & kliewer, 2001). However, 

many of the studies reviewed suffer from relatively small sample sizes and broad age 

ranges which, in large part, account for inconsistent results. 

in summary, the number of research studies which focus on gender differences in 

the effects of neighborhood quality on delinquent behavior is small, and for that reason 

conclusions must remain tentative. The processes by which neighborhood factors influence 

female behavior, both directly and indirectly, need to be better understood. Priority 

should be given to the formulation of a theoretical framework for the development of 
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delinquent behavior in girls, that can then stimulate research. Although there is very little 

female-specific longitudinal research, studies suggest that various pathways/trajectories to 

delinquent behavior in girls exist. Thus, a small group of girls, just like boys, experience an 

early onset of disruptive behavior (Côté et al., 2001; Fergusson & Horwood, 2002; Hipwell 

et al., 2002a) and their behavior shows a relatively stable pattern (Côté et al., 2001; 

Fergusson & Horwood, 2002). These girls may be particularly at risk for negative long-

term outcomes, including teenage pregnancy, dropping out of school, and involvement in 

delinquent behavior. However, girls’ early disruptive behavior may differ from boys’ early 

disruptive behavior (Zoccolillo, 1993) and this also needs to be taken into account when 

making comparisons of effects by gender. many of the questions raised here should be 

addressed in future longitudinal studies of girls residing in disadvantaged and advantaged 

neighborhoods.
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ABSTrACT

extensive research has shown that parenting behaviors are closely associated with 

the development of disruptive behavior in both boys and girls. Such familial risk and 

protective factors appear to be particularly important for youth growing up in disadvantaged 

neighborhoods. The current paper first examined whether girls’ disruptive behavior and 

family factors (harsh punishment, low parental warmth, positive parenting and parental 

stress) differed by neighborhood SeS (as defined by census data) in a large community 

sample of 7- to 12-year-old girls (n = 1233). it furthermore examined whether the main 

effects of neighborhood disadvantage on young girls’ disruptive behavior remained 

after accounting for other neighborhood characteristics (police reports of crime rates, 

independent observations of physical disorder) and family factors. results showed that 

girls’ disruptive behavior was more common in low SeS neighborhoods. results furthermore 

showed that harsh punishment and parental stress differed significantly by neighborhood 

SeS, while low parental warmth and positive parenting did not. These findings, however, 

were confounded by ethnicity. The effect of growing up in a low SeS neighborhood on 

the development of girls’ disruptive behavior remained after taking into account family 

factors and appeared across the entire time span. Unfortunately multi level models did not 

converge, thus we were unable to test for nested effects in these analyses. 
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Girls’ disruptive behavior: neighborhood and family factors 

it is widely recognized that several aspects of suboptimal parenting, such as poor 

supervision, lack of parental warmth, and either permissive, or overly harsh discipline styles, 

are associated with the development of disruptive behavior in both boys and girls (e.g. 

Bates, Pettit, & Dodge, 1995; Patrick, Snyder, Schrepferman, & Snyder, 2005). For girls in 

particular, prospective studies have shown that low parental monitoring (Gorman-Smith 

& Loeber, 2005; Pettit, Laird, Dodge, Bates, & Criss, 2001), high psychological control 

(Pettit et al., 2001), and low positive parenting behaviors (Chronis et al., 2007; Scaramella, 

Conger, & Simons, 1999) are associated with disruptive behavior.

Such familial risk and protective factors appear to be particularly important for 

youth growing up in disadvantaged neighborhoods (Schonberg & Shaw, 2007). Despite 

the large body of literature and the consistency of findings linking these specific dimensions 

of parenting practices to the development of girls’ disruptive behavior, these studies have 

largely ignored whether parenting behaviors differ by the quality of the neighborhood in 

which families reside. 

residing in a disadvantaged neighborhood may affect parental behavior in 

different ways. The neighborhood may, for example, lack the resources and services for 

helping with family and child problems, or may lack positive role models for parents. 

Similarly, neighborhood social disorganization may prevent parents from forming firm and 

stable social networks. in addition, violence and crime in the neighborhood as well as the 

presence of deviant peers may present severe challenges to parents’ efforts to raise and 

monitor the child. 

Studies have shown that parents often use stricter and more punitive strategies 

and show less warmth towards their children/adolescents in disadvantaged neighborhoods 

(Furstenberg, 1993; klebanov, Brooks-Gunn, & Duncan, 1994). it has been suggested, 

however, that particular parenting strategies such as these may actually be more adaptive 

in disadvantaged neighborhoods, because they decrease children’s exposure to drugs 

and deviant peers (Baldwin, Baldwin, & Cole, 1990; Simons et al., 2002). Family stability, 

support, warmth and low levels of conflict, for instance, were found to buffer youth from 

the effects of neighborhood risk and adversity in minority samples (Gorman-Smith, Tolan 

and Henry, 2000; Gorman-Smith, Tolan, Zelli & Huesmann, 1996; kliewer and kung, 1998; 

Plybon & kliewer, 2001). For instance, in one study African American 8- to 12-year-old 

children living in the most impoverished neighborhoods with high levels of family cohesion 
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demonstrated fewer externalizing behavior problems compared to their peers in low-

cohesive households in the same neighborhood (Plybon & kliewer, 2001). Along similar 

lines, findings of a study of African American and Latino 10- to 14-year-olds suggested 

that among African American boys, punitive parenting was associated with increased 

adolescents’ delinquent behavior, depressive symptoms and school problems when living 

in neighborhoods characterized by moderate to high levels of collective efficacy (roche, 

ensminger, & Cherlin, 2007). in contrast with these findings, however, Dubow, edwards and 

ippolito (1997) reported no protective effects in their study of 5th and 6th graders; parental 

support did not reduce the effects of neighborhood disadvantage on children’s antisocial 

behavior. The majority of these studies was cross-sectional and focused predominantly 

on minority male samples. it thus remains unclear whether these findings would hold in a 

more ethnically diverse sample of (young) girls studied using a prospective design. Gaining 

a better understanding of the role played by both neighborhood and family factors in the 

development of girls’ disruptive behavior is critical for guiding prevention and intervention 

efforts. 

For several reasons, information about neighborhood effects on females is 

lacking (kroneman, Loeber & Hipwell, 2004). First, most research attention has focused 

on associations between neighborhood characteristics, and delinquent and antisocial 

behavior in youth, and these behaviors are known to be less prevalent among girls 

than boys (e.g. elliott, 1994; Loeber & Farrington, 1997; mears, Ploeger & Warr, 1998; 

robins, 1986). Given that neighborhood effects may account for just 5-10% variance in 

children’s and adolescents’ behaviors (Boyle & Lipman, 2002; Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 

2000), few samples have had sufficient statistical power to fully examine the influence of 

neighborhood on female disruptive behavior. Furthermore, although many studies have 

included mixed-gender samples, most do not report on neighborhood effects separately 

for males and females (kroneman et al., 2004). This is unfortunate because some scholars 

have posited that girls are less susceptible to neighborhood disadvantage; girls tend to 

be granted less independence than boys and are better monitored, and are thus at lower 

risk of being exposed to deviant peers and neighborhood violence (Hagan, 1989; kim, 

Hetherington & reiss, 1999). in addition, girls are more likely to play more at home, than 

in the community, as young children (maccoby, 1986), have fewer neighborhood play 

companions (kupersmidt, Griesler, Derosier, Patterson, & Davis, 1995) and their social 

interactions with neighborhood peers are less often associated with neighborhood gangs 
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(esbensen, Deschenes, & Winfree, 1999). other studies, however, have suggested that 

girls are more adversely affected by residing in a disadvantaged neighborhood compared 

to boys (e.g. kling, Ludwig, & katz, 2005; for a review see kroneman et al., 2004). Thus, 

kling and colleagues (2005) reported that there were long-term positive effects of moving 

to a more advantaged neighborhood on girls’ rates of arrest for violent and property crime, 

but no such effects on arrest rates for property crime among boys. The study also found 

a greater magnitude of neighborhood effects in terms of mental and physical health, risky 

behavior and education in girls than boys (kling, Liebman, & katz, 2007). in addition, 

Zalot, Jones, Forehand and Brody (2007) reported that neighborhoods low in resources 

and higher in risks exacerbated the link between poor self-regulation and aggression and 

conduct problems for girls, but not for boys. 

Although the findings are inconclusive on whether boys and girls are equally 

affected by living in a disadvantaged neighborhood, the findings show that girls, as well as 

boys, are affected by residing in disadvantaged neighborhoods (kroneman et al., 2004). 

These effects, however, may be buffered by parental behaviors as findings have suggested 

that parents of girls may be particularly sensitive to neighborhood risks and adjust their 

parenting behavior accordingly. To date, no studies have examined whether neighborhood 

effects on girls’ disruptive behavior remain after taking into account family factors. 

The questions addressed in the current paper are: 1) Do girls’ disruptive behavior 

and parenting of young girls differ by neighborhood? 2) While controlling for girls’ 

age, minority status, household composition and welfare status, do the main effects of 

neighborhood disadvantage (i.e. neighborhood socio-economic status by census data) on 

young girls’ disruptive behavior remain even after accounting for the quality of parental 

behaviors (harsh punishment, low parental warmth, positive parenting, parental stress)? 

To ensure the results were not due to shared method variance, girls’ disruptive behavior 

was measured using teacher-report while parental behaviors were measured using parent-

report. neighborhood was assessed using 4 different methodologies (census, parental 

report, interviewers’ observation and official crime rates). To decrease the potential 

predictive value of other, “third”, variables in the neighborhood we included neighborhood 

characteristics such as crime rates and physical disorder in the analyses. We included 5 

consecutive annual assessments of girls’ disruptive behavior and parenting behaviors, 

since both girls’ and parental behaviors were expected to change over time. 
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Participants

The participants are from the Pittsburgh Girls Study (PGS; Hipwell et al., 2002), a 

multi-cohort, longitudinal study of the development of conduct problems and delinquency 

among girls. The city of Pittsburgh is located in Southwestern Pennsylvania. Since the 

process of rapid industrialization reached its peak in the mid 1950s, the population has 

declined steadily and the city has undergone several urban renewal programs. The leading 

industries are now educational, health and social services. in 2000, Pittsburgh had a 

population of 334,563, with low geographic mobility. The 2000 US Census revealed the 

median household income was $28,588, and 10.7% of the work-force was unemployed. 

The Pittsburgh Girls Study (PGS) comprises a sample of 2,451 girls aged 5 - 8 

years who were recruited following a two-step enumeration of 103,238 households in 

the city of Pittsburgh in 1999. in the first step, city neighborhoods were divided into 

23 ‘disadvantaged’ (>25% of households living in poverty) and 66 ‘non-disadvantaged’ 

neighborhoods based on 1990 Census data. next, the disadvantaged neighborhoods 

were sampled at a rate of 100%, whereas the advantaged neighborhoods were sampled 

at 50%. This sampling methodology was applied in order to increase the prevalence of 

externalizing problems and has been used in other studies (e.g. Costello et al., 1996). This 

process resulted in the identification of 3,241 girls ages 5 – 8 (representing 83.7% of the 

girls identified by the 2000 Census). of the 2,876 who were actually age-eligible and able 

to be located, 2,451 (85.3%) agreed to participate (see Hipwell et al., 2002, for more 

detailed information). 

The present study relied on data from girls in the oldest two cohorts (ages 7 and 8 

in their first year of the PGS; n = 1,233) across the first five consecutive years of the study 

(Years 1 -5). The retention of participants was very high over the follow-up assessments; 

in Year 5, data were available on 93.1% of the original sample. 

of the 1,233 girls in the sample, over half of the girls were reported by their 

caregiver to be African American (52.5%), 42% european American and about 5.5% 

multiracial or representing another race. in Year 1, over one third of families in the sample 

(36.5%) received public assistance (i.e. WiC, food stamps, welfare) and 41.7% of girls 

lived in a single parent household. 
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Procedures

Approval for all study procedures was obtained from the University of Pittsburgh 

institutional review Board. Written informed consent from the caregiver and verbal assent 

from the child were obtained prior to data collection. Annual interviews were conducted 

separately with the parent and the child in the home by trained interviewers using a laptop 

computer. Parents also completed a pen-and-paper booklet containing questionnaires. 

Teacher data were obtained by questionnaire booklets, which were mostly hand-delivered 

to schools. The teacher data collection started in november so all teachers had known the 

girl for at least 2 months. All participants were reimbursed for their participation. 

Measures

Demographic information was collected according to the format developed for 

the Pittsburgh Youth Study (Loeber, Farrington, Stouthamer-Loeber & Van kammen, 

1998). racial group was categorized as African-American and other race (1) and european 

American (0). Family demographic characteristics were represented by household 

composition (single parent =1, dual parent=0) and poverty (receipt of public assistance 

=1, no public assistance=0). 

Disruptive behavior was assessed using teacher-report of symptoms of Conduct 

Disorder (CD) and oppositional Defiant Disorder (oDD) on the Child Symptom inventory 

(CSi-4, Gadow & Sprafkin, 1994), which includes DSm-iV symptoms (American Psychiatric 

Association, 1994) scored on a 4-point scale ranging from never (0) to all the time (3). 

Adequate concurrent validity, and sensitivity and specificity of symptom scores to clinicians’ 

diagnoses have been reported for the CSi (Gadow & Sprafkin, 1994). Teachers rated six CD 

symptoms (bully / intimidate, used a weapon, cruel to people, steal, lie to get things, and 

break into a house, building or car). other CD-symptoms were not administered due either 

to the girls’ young age or because teachers were not expected to have reliable knowledge 

about these behaviors. The teachers also rated 8 DSm-iV symptoms of oDD. The 14 items 

were summed into a disruptive behavior composite, which had a good internal consistency 

(Cronbach’s a ranged from .93 to .94 over 5 years of data collection). 

Neighborhood characteristics were assessed using four different methodologies: 

• reflecting the enumeration process, neighborhoods were classified as 

‘disadvantaged’ (or low SeS) or ‘advantaged’ (high SeS) based on 1990 US 

Census information on the percentage of households living in poverty within a 
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neighborhood. 

• Parental perceptions of neighborhood features were gathered using the 17-

item Your neighborhood questionnaire, developed by the institute of Behavioral 

Science, Boulder, Colorado, and previously used in the Pittsburgh Youth Study 

(Loeber et al., 1998). items (e.g. vandalism, gang activity, presence of prostitutes, 

or drug dealers) were rated on 3-point scales (1 = not a problem, to 3 = a big 

problem). The internal consistency of the scale was high (a = .95 across all 5 years 

of data collection). 

• Physical disorder. Data gathered from the systematic observations of neighborhood 

blocks by trained field interviewers were compiled into a ‘physical disorder’ index 

(modeled after Sampson & raudenbush, 1999). The index comprised five items: 

the presence (1) or absence (0) of graffiti, beer or liquor cans or bottle, cigarette 

butts, litter or broken glass, and abandoned cars. in a previous study this measure 

of physical disorder showed adequate reliability and validity and was associated 

with crime and teen birth rates, after controlling for concentrated poverty and 

minority population (Wei, Hipwell, Pardini, Beyers & Loeber, 2005). 

• Neighborhood crime. The Uniform Crime reports (UCr, 2000) is a Federal system 

of classifying offenses reported to law enforcement agencies. Part i offenses are 

defined as serious crimes including criminal homicide, forcible rape, armed robbery, 

aggravated assault, burglary, larceny-theft, and arson. rates of neighborhood 

crime recorded during the period 1999-2000, were calculated as the number of 

Part i offenses per 1,000 persons living in each neighborhood. 

Harsh punishment was assessed using parent report on 6 items of the Conflict Tactics 

Scale – Parent/Child version (CTS-PC; Straus, Hambey, Boney-mcCoy, & Sugarman, 1996; 

Straus et al., 1998). Because some girls lived with a single caregiver, only questions relating 

to the primary caregiver were used. items assessing verbal aggression (e.g. ‘in the past 

year, if your daughter did something she is not allowed to do or something that you didn’t 

like, how often did you shout, yell, or scream at her?’) were rated by the parent using a 

3-point answer format from never (1) to often (3). in both clinical and community samples 

the Verbal Aggression subscale has shown good predictive validity to child behavioral and 

emotional problems (kolko, kazdin, & Day, 1996). in our study, the verbal aggression 

items were combined with a single item referring to the frequency of spanking to generate 

a construct of harsh punishment. The scale’s internal consistency was good (a ranged from 
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.73 to .76 across five assessment waves). 

Positive Parenting was assessed using parental report on 7 items of the Positive 

Parenting Scale (PPS, Loeber et al., 1998). This scale measured parental frequency of 

responding to the girl’s behavior in a variety of positive ways. All items started with 

“When your daughter did something you liked or approved, how often..’, and then asked 

questions such as: “Did you give her some reward for it?” or “Did you say something nice 

about it?”. items were scored on 3-point scales: 1 = almost never, 2 = sometimes, and 3 = 

a lot. Cronbach’s alpha ranged from .69 to .79 over the 5 years of data collection.

 Low parental warmth was assessed using 6 items from the Parent Child relationship 

Scale (PCrS; Loeber et al., 1998). This measure focused on parents’ feelings and thoughts 

about their daughter. Parents rated each item (e.g. ‘How often have you lost patience with 

your daughter?’) on 3-point-scales: almost never (1) to often (3). Cronbach’s alpha for this 

measure ranged from .69 to .77.

Parental stress was assessed using the Perceived Stress Scale (PSS; constructed 

by Cicchetti, 1987). The 14 items asked about feelings of stress and the parent’s ability 

to cope with the stress during the past month (e.g. ‘things are not going well’). items 

were scored in a 3-point-format: almost never (1), sometimes (2), and, often (3). internal 

consistency of the measure was good (Cronbach’s alpha = .87 across all 5 years). 

Statistical Analyses 

Analyses in the present study proceeded in several stages. Because we did not find 

statistically significant differences in the distribution of the socio-demographic variables, 

disruptive behavior or parenting variables, we combined the two cohorts. To examine 

contemporaneous associations we first analyzed the data cross-sectionally. Because we 

were also interested in predicting the development of girls’ disruptive behavior over time, 

we next analyzed the data longitudinally by using latent growth curve modeling. All models 

were specified using maximum likelihood estimation with standard errors and a chi-square 

statistic that are robust to non-normality (mLr). Using recommended procedures for 

evaluating model fit, we examined the chi-square test, the comparative fit index (CFi), the 

Tucker-Lewis index (TLi), and the root mean square error of estimation (rmSeA). For the 

CFi and TLi, conventional cutoff values .90 or greater indicate acceptable fit, and .95 or 

greater indicate good fit. rmSeA values between .05 and .08 represent an acceptable fit, 

while values less than .05 indicate a good fit (mcDonald & Ho, 2002). 
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After specifying the unconditional growth model of girls’ disruptive behavior, we 

estimated a second growth model including socio-demographic variables, neighborhood 

quality and family variables as time-varying covariates to examine hypotheses regarding 

the association between girls’ disruptive behavior and family variables, while controlling 

for neighborhood quality, girls’ age, race, household composition and welfare status (all 

measured in Year 1). 

in the last step multilevel modeling was applied to account for the fact that 

individuals were not randomly distributed across neighborhoods. By recognizing that 

similar individuals may be clustered in neighborhoods and therefore that these observations 

are not independent, a multilevel approach produces more reliable estimated effects than 

ordinary Least Square analyses. Using a multilevel technique would thus provide us with 

stronger evidence for neighborhood effects if found. As statistical software packages we 

used SPSS version 15 for the cross-sectional analyses and mplus version 4.21 (muthén & 

muthén, 1998-2004) for growth curve modeling and multilevel modeling. 

in the analyses we controlled for the girls’ age, minority status, household 

composition, and welfare status because these factors are all known to be associated with 

both neighborhood disadvantage and girls’ disruptive behavior. Family variables included 

in the analyses were low parental warmth, harsh punishment, positive parenting and 

parental stress. 
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reSULTS

Cross-sectional analyses

Table 1 shows that the Pearson’s bivariate correlations of the study variables in 

Year 1 are lower than .40 for all bivariate correlations. The suboptimal parenting variables 

harsh punishment, low parental warmth and parental stress were moderately correlated (r 

ranging from .27 to .37, p < .01). All indicators of neighborhood disadvantage (parental 

report, Part i crime rate, physical disorder index) were significantly correlated with girls’ 

disruptive behavior (r = .12; p < .01) and were moderately correlated with each other (r 

ranging from .26 to .29, p < .01), thus showing moderate inter-rater agreement. overall, 

these analyses showed that multicollinearity would not be a problem in the subsequent 

analyses. 

in a next step, we calculated bivariate correlations separately for the disadvantaged 

and non-disadvantaged neighborhoods (Table 2). Few differences emerged, such as a 

small but significant correlation between harsh punishment and disruptive behavior in 

non-disadvantaged neighborhoods (r = .15; p < .01), but no such correlation in low SeS 

neighborhoods (r = -.02; p > .05). Also, in non-disadvantaged neighborhoods parental 
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table 1 – Bivariate Correlations of the Study Variables in Year 1 (n =1233)

variables

 1. Disruptive behavior 

2. Harsh punishment 

3. Low parental warmth 

4. Positive parenting 

5. Parental stress 

6. neighborhood risk 

7. Part 1 Crime rate

8. PDi 

informant

T

P

P

P

P

P

Police

i

1

-

.12**

.19**

.03**

.06**

.12**

.12**

.12**

2

-

.37**

-.05**

.27**

.23**

.11**

.12**

3

-

-.16**

.30**

.10**

.01**

-.02**

4

-

.05*

-.07*

.07*

.03*

5

-

.21**

.01**

.10**

6

-

.28**

.29**

7

-

.26**

8

-

note: t = teacher; p = parent; i = interviewer observation; * p < .05; ** p < .01.



report of neighborhood risk was significantly correlated with the Part i crime rate and the 

physical disorder index (r = .23 and r = .28, respectively; p < .01), while it was not in low 

SeS neighborhoods (r = .03 and r = .09, respectively; p > .05). 

To examine whether girls’ disruptive behavior and family factors differed by 

neighborhood, we compared means for the disadvantaged neighborhoods versus the 

non-disadvantaged neighborhoods (see Table 3). The results showed that girls’ disruptive 

behavior differed significantly by neighborhood SeS. Analyses furthermore showed that 

mean levels of harsh punishment and parental stress were higher in low SeS neighborhoods 

compared to non-disadvantaged neighborhoods. Low parental warmth and positive 

parenting did not differ by neighborhood SeS. We repeated the analyses for subsequent 

years which resulted in similar findings. To ensure these results were not confounded with 

race, we analyzed the family variables separately for european American and minority 

families (see also Table 3). These analyses yielded somewhat different findings. The 

findings indicated that African American families in low SeS neighborhoods used more 
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table 2 – Bivariate correlations of the study variables in Year 1 for disadvantaged  

neighborhoods (n = 494: under the diagonal) and non-disadvantaged neighborhoods 

(n = 739: above the diagonal)

variables

 1. Disruptive behavior

2. Harsh punishment

3. Low parental warmth 

4. Positive parenting 

5. Parental stress 

6. neighborhood risk 

7. Part 1 Crime rate

8. PDi 

informant

T

P

P

P

P

P

Police

i

1

-**

-.02**

.19**

.00**

-.05**

.01**

-.05**

-.06**

2

.15**

-

.32**

-.12**

.23**

.21**

.00**

.01**

3

.18**

.40**

-

-.21**

.25**

.11**

-.10**

-.04**

4

.04*

-.02*

-.13*

-*

-.08*

-.10*

.03*

.03*

5

.11**

.27**

.33**

-.04**

-**

.19**

-.08**

.05**

6

.01**

.13**

.08**

-.08**

.19**

-**

.03**

.09**

7

.02**

.03**

.06**

.08**

.00**

.23**

-**

-.01**

8

.10**

.09**

-.03**

.03**

.09**

.28**

.18**

-**

note: t = teacher; p = parent; i = interviewer observation; * p < .05; ** p < .01.
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harsh punishment than African Americans in non-disadvantaged neighborhoods. The use 

of harsh punishment did not differ by neighborhood SeS for european American families. 

Also, european American families in low SeS neighborhoods displayed lower levels of 

parental warmth than european American families in non-disadvantaged neighborhoods. 

For African American families, parental warmth did not differ by neighborhood SeS. For 

parental stress and positive parenting results did not differ for european American and 

African American families (ps > .05). 

in a last step, a regression analysis was conducted. The results showed that while 

controlling for neighborhood characteristics, girls’ age, minority status, family composition 

and welfare status, neighborhood SeS was concurrently associated with girls’ disruptive 

behavior in Year 1 (z = 1.97, p < .05). 
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F (df)

5.63 (1)

47.87 (1)

1.54 (1)

2.11 (1)

8.96 (1)

table 3 – Comparison of Family Factors by neighborhood SeS level for the total sample, 

european American and minority Families 

variables 

Disruptive behavior (ln)

Harsh punishment

Low parental warmth 

Positive parenting 

Parental stress 

note: ln: transformed using natural logarithm to meet criteria of normal distribution * p ≤ .05; ** p < .01

european American 
(n = 517)

minority 
(n = 716)

Total 
(n = 1233)

p

.02

.00

.22

.15

.00

*

**

**

F (df)

.09 (1)

5.97 (1)

.30 (1)

.26 (1)

p

.77

.02

.59

.61

*

F (df)

3.76 (1)

.82 (1)

.21 (1)

2.72 (1)

p

.05

.37

.65

.10

*
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Longitudinal analyses

We first specified an unconditional growth model of girls’ disruptive behavior 

between ages 7-12 years. A three-factor latent growth curve model with both a linear 

and quadratic slope produced a good fit to the data (x² = 4.42, p = .62, CFi = 1.00, TLi = 

1.00, rmSeA = .00) and represented an improved fit over a basic linear model (dx² (4, n 

= 1233) = 17.06, p < .01). means and variances of the growth cure parameters (intercept, 

slope and quadratic factor) were all significant, indicating that there was significant 

heterogeneity among girls. mean growth curve parameters indicated that there was a 

decrease across the initial assessments that slowed over time and then began to increase 

during the last assessments (Figure 1). 

in a next step we entered covariates (socio-demographic variables and 

neighborhood characteristics) into the growth model. While controlling for girls’ age, 

race, household composition, welfare status and neighborhood characteristics, the results 

showed that girls who resided in low SeS neighborhoods displayed a higher initial status 

of disruptive behavior than girls from non-disadvantaged neighborhoods (z = 2.16, p < 
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Figure 1 – Unconditional 3-factor growth curve for girls’ disruptive behavior
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.05). After re-centering the intercept at the final assessment, neighborhood SeS was still 

significantly associated (z = 3.24, p < .01) with the intercept, indicating that residing in 

a disadvantaged neighborhood was associated with higher levels of disruptive behavior 

across the entire growth curve. 

We proceeded by entering family variables as time-varying covariates into the 

model. neighborhood SeS remained significantly associated with the intercept (z = 2.06, 

p < .05), after taking into account family variables and other covariates. re-centering 

the intercept showed that neighborhood SeS was still associated with chronically high(er) 

levels of disruptive behavior in girls. 

in summary, the longitudinal analyses showed that girls’ disruptive behavior first 

decreased but then displayed an increase from age 10 onwards. Girls residing in low SeS 

neighborhoods showed chronically higher levels of disruptive behavior compared to their 

counterparts in non-disadvantaged neighborhoods, even after taking into account family 

variables. 

Multilevel analyses 

Because we wanted a take a more thorough look at the nested nature of families 

within neighborhoods we examined the fit of a multilevel model to the data using 64 

neighborhoods (with 5 or more participants; n = 1188) as defined by the city of Pittsburgh 

and known by name by its residents. To increase statistical power, we also ran analyses 

in which the model included 42 neighborhoods with 10 or more girls per neighborhood 

(n = 1023). in both cases, the multilevel models would not converge. We hypothesized 

heterogeneity on the neighborhood level would decrease when utilizing a subsample of girls 

including only the neighborhoods that were sampled at 100% (i.e. low SeS neighborhoods; 

n = 23 neighborhoods, n = 494 girls). The model, however, still did not converge. 

Thus, although some small effects of neighborhood SeS were apparent in cross-

sectional and longitudinal analyses, and these effects remained after taking into account 

family factors, multilevel analyses could not verify the variation of disruptive behavior on 

the neighborhood level as defined by the city. 
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DiSCUSSion

 The current study studied the effect of growing up in a low SeS neighborhood 

on girls’ disruptive behavior in a large community sample of 7- to 12-year-old girls 

and examined whether the effect of low SeS neighborhood remained after taking into 

account family variables. our findings showed that contemporaneous associations existed 

between neighborhood SeS, family variables and girls’ disruptive behavior. Girls’ disruptive 

behavior differed significantly by neighborhood SeS as did harsh punishment and parental 

stress, while low parental warmth and positive parenting did not. our results agreed with 

previous findings and showed that parents in disadvantaged neighborhoods experienced 

significantly more stress than parents in the non-disadvantaged neighborhoods. The more 

frequent use of harsh punishment in disadvantaged neighborhoods has also been reported 

previously (Furstenberg, 1993; klebanov, Brooks-Gunn, & Duncan, 1994). Some of these 

findings, however, appeared to be confounded by race. For european American families, 

low parental warmth varied significantly by neighborhood SeS, while it did not for African 

American families, which is consistent with findings by klebanov and colleagues (1994) 

in which residing in a low SeS neighborhood had a negative effect on the home physical 

environment and parental warmth for european American families. A similar finding emerged 

for harsh punishment; African American families in low SeS neighborhoods displayed 

higher levels of harsh punishment than African American families in non-disadvantaged 

neighborhoods, while the use of harsh punishment did not differ by neighborhood SeS for 

european American families. Previous findings showing that parents use stricter and more 

punitive parenting strategies in disadvantaged neighborhoods (klebanov et al., 1994), 

may thus have been confounded by race. indeed, two thirds of the sample (66%) in the 

study by klebanov and colleagues was either African American or Hispanic. These findings 

stress the importance of taking into account ethnicity when studying (the context of) 

parenting behaviors since differences in parenting styles between African American, Latino 

and european American families have been noted. African American families, for instance, 

have been shown to be more likely to use an authoritarian style, which emphasizes the 

importance of control and child compliance (Baumrind, 1971; for a review on parenting 

in African American, Latino and Asian American families see mcLoyd, Cauce, Takeuchi, 

& Wilson, 2000). our findings suggest, however, that the more frequent use of an 

authoritarian parenting style in African American families may only be the case for African 

American families residing in disadvantaged neighborhoods. roche and colleagues (2007) 
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reported that neighborhood-modifying influences on parenting behavior were stronger 

for African Americans as compared to Latinos. european Americans, however, were not 

included in the study. The complex three-way interactions including gender, ethnicity and 

neighborhood context await further study.

While controlling for neighborhood characteristics, girls’ race, age, household 

composition and welfare status, the main effect of residing in a low SeS neighborhood 

on young girls’ disruptive behavior remained after accounting for family factors (harsh 

punishment, low parental warmth, positive parenting, parental stress). Specifically, 

girls residing in low SeS neighborhoods (as defined by census data) showed chronically 

higher levels of disruptive behavior compared to their counterparts in non-disadvantaged 

neighborhoods. These findings contribute to the notion that girls, just like boys, are 

adversely affected by growing up in a low SeS neighborhood. The inconsistent findings 

on neighborhood effects on girls’ disruptive behavior previously reported may reflect a 

range of methodologies including the use of different informants (parent, child), different 

neighborhood data sources (e.g. US Census data, crime data, community surveys, 

participants’ perceptions), and sample sizes. Future studies should attempt to tackle these 

issues.

Because families are not randomly distributed across neighborhoods (Tienda, 

1991), we next examined our research questions by utilizing multilevel modeling 

techniques. Unfortunately we were not able to acquire a higher standard of evidence for 

the findings due to non-convergence of the multilevel modeling techniques. explanations 

for example include the number of participants and/or the number of clusters. We 

hypothesize, however, that heterogeneity within neighborhoods may have been too large 

causing the multilevel model not to converge. neighborhoods varied widely in terms of size 

given the fact that some neighborhoods included multiple census tracts. neighborhoods 

could, for example, be qualified as high-SeS neighborhoods while some parts may actually 

have been disadvantaged. Larger heterogeneity within neighborhoods than between 

neighborhoods has been reported previously (e.g. Coulton, korbin & Su, 1999), resulting 

in smaller neighborhood effects in multilevel studies than they appear to be in aggregate 

studies. multilevel models, however, are a promising research strategy for disentangling 

the complex interactions of family and contextual factors (Coulton et al., 1999).

Although not the direct focus of this paper we were able to calculate inter-

rater agreement between information derived from census data, parental report on 
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neighborhood quality and systematic observations by trained interviewers. We found 

moderate inter-rater agreement between the different methodologies. interestingly, 

parental report of neighborhood risk was correlated with crime rates and the physical 

disorder index (i.e. interviewers’ observations) in advantaged neighborhoods, but not in 

low SeS neighborhoods. These findings suggest that parents are less reliable reporters on 

neighborhood risk when they reside in disadvantaged neighborhoods. Parents may not 

be aware of the risks of the neighborhood or evaluate them differently. Future studies 

could examine whether different methodologies have different predictive value on girls’ 

conduct problems since research has largely ignored whether methodology of assessing 

neighborhood risk affects the findings. 

The present paper has several limitations. First, other parental behaviors, such 

as parental supervision and monitoring, that have been consistently associated with 

disruptive behavior and are (more) closely linked to neighborhood risk, would also need 

to be examined. Furthermore, our study did not include an observational component of 

parental behavior. Self-report measures of parenting are typically only modestly correlated 

with measures based on direct observation (Holden & edwards, 1989), and the two 

assessment approaches can yield disparate findings (rothbaum & Weisz, 1994). Third, 

research shows that suboptimal parenting, and lack of parental monitoring in particular, 

contribute not only directly to girls’ and boys’ disruptive behavior, but also indirectly as 

seen in the increased likelihood that these children will also have more opportunity to 

associate with deviant peers (e.g. kim, Hetherington, & reiss, 1999; Simons, Johnson, 

Beaman, Conger, & Whitbeck, 1996). it has been argued that peer influences might be 

particularly relevant for girls, because girls’ friendships are characterized by greater intimacy 

and loyalty (Buhrmester & Furman, 1987; Savin-Williams & Berndt, 1990). Future studies 

should thus preferably also include peer influences. 

Despite these limitations, the current paper reinforces the idea that associations 

between parenting and children’s adjustment are contextually specific rather than 

universal. it furthermore contributes to the understanding of underlying mechanisms in 

girls’ disruptive behavior and as a result, may shape prevention and intervention efforts for 

disruptive girls, their families and communities. 
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We started this thesis by asking why it is important to study disruptive behavior in 

girls. The empirical papers and literature reviews presented in the previous chapters show 

that the study of explanatory factors in girls, compared to boys, is underdeveloped. Although 

the number of studies has increased in recent years, a gender-sensitive contextual model 

that explains and predicts girls’ disruptive behavior has yet to be formulated. The need for 

such a model is supported by some limited research suggesting that there are some distinct 

gender differences in the phenotype, prevalence rates and course of disruptive behavior. 

key differences include a) lower prevalence rates of disruptive behavior in childhood in girls 

compared to boys; b) higher rates of relational aggression than physical aggression (Crick 

& Grotpeter, 1995) among girls; and c) a faster increase in disruptive behavior among girls 

from early to late adolescence (e.g. Scaramella, Conger & Simons, 1999; Galambos, Barker 

& Almeida, 2003). Gender-specific contextual differences also exist. For example, girls 

are exposed to different parenting practices compared with boys (see review by keenan 

& Shaw, 1997). Among these differences is that parents tend to focus on interpersonal 

relationships in girls by emphasizing the need for prosocial behaviors such as considering 

the personal consequences of their actions, and the need to control/mask their feelings of 

anger and aggression. Furthermore, girls, in contrast to boys, tend to be treated by their 

parents with less aggression and physical punishment, and with more warmth (Lytton & 

romney, 1991; Zahn-Waxler & Polanichka, 2004) and tend to be more closely supervised 

by their parents (Hagan, 1989; kim, Hetherington & reiss, 1999).

The main objectives for this thesis were threefold. The first objective was to examine 

the development of disruptive behavior in girls aged 7 to 12 years old. We addressed this 

objective by empirically studying a sample of 7- and 8-year-old girls from the Pittsburgh 

Girls Study that had been followed up annually for five consecutive years. The second 

goal was to examine individual, family, peer and neighborhood explanatory factors in the 

development of girls’ disruptive behavior. To address this goal we conducted empirical 

studies and reviewed the existent literature. The third objective was to create a gender-

sensitive model for girls’ disruptive behavior, based on the empirical studies and reviews 

of the literature, which included factors related to individual characteristics, family 

functioning, peer affiliation and neighborhood residence. We studied both risk (e.g. 

disadvantaged neighborhood) and protective factors (e.g. positive parenting) because the 

joint consideration of risk and protective factors has been shown to improve the prediction 

of a negative outcome (Stouthamer-Loeber, Loeber, Wei, Farrington & Wikström, 2002). 
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By also examining interaction effects, we tried to move beyond identifying a list of risk 

factors for disruptive behavior in girls, and instead searched for mechanisms that could 

potentially explain the links between risk factors, protective factors and outcomes. 

This chapter addresses the three objectives and presents an overview of the findings 

described in the previous chapters. We will also address limitations of the studies in this 

thesis and opportunities for future research. Lastly, we will discuss the clinical implications 

of the findings. 

7.1 Summary of key findings

7.1.1 objective 1: the development of disruptive behavior in 7- to 12-year-old girls

Growth curve analyses in chapters 2 and 6 showed that mean levels of teacher-

reported disruptive behavior (oDD and CD symptoms) first slowed down and then 

increased as the girls aged closer to 12 years (quadratic growth). These findings are in 

accord with previous studies regarding the developmental course of girls’ disruptive 

behavior that showed a slight and gradual decrease with increasing age during the 

childhood period (Broidy et al., 2003; Côté, Zoccolillo, Tremblay, nagin, & Vitaro, 2001; 

Harachi et al., 2006; Lahey et al., 2006; odgers et al., 2008; Schaeffer et al., 2006). 

The findings also agree with studies on adolescents, in which girls, compared to boys, 

showed a faster increase in disruptive behavior from early to late adolescence (Scaramella, 

Conger & Simons, 1999; Galambos, Barker & Almeida, 2003). Furthermore, our findings 

showed that there was significant individual variability in the pattern of disruptive behavior 

over time, which supports the notion that different subgroups of girls follow differential 

developmental patterns (Côté et al., 2001; moffitt et al., 2001). 

Chapter 3 examined the development of one problem behavior that is a particular 

feature of girls’ disruptive behavior: relational aggression. The findings showed that the 

mean levels of teacher-reported relational aggression decreased in a linear way between 

ages 7 and 12 years. Although previous research has reported increasing rates in middle 

childhood (e.g. murray-Close, ostrov & Crick, 2007; Vaillancourt, miller, Fagbemi, Côté, & 

Tremblay, 2007), methodological differences between the current and prior research may 

account for the discrepancy in findings. For instance, different effects may be revealed by 

using teacher- compared with peer-reports. Girls may become more subtle in the ways they 

display aggression with age, and as a result, teachers, compared to peers, may become less 
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aware of relational aggression. This may reflect the fact that girls’ social skills (behavioral 

and social-cognitive) become more sophisticated as they age and overt expression of 

aggression becomes increasingly inappropriate. As a result, relational aggression may 

become less visible to teachers (Crick et al., 1999). our findings furthermore showed 

significant heterogeneity in initial levels of relational aggression but similar rates of change 

for all girls, indicating that girls who scored highest at the first assessment remained highest 

across the entire growth curve (relative stability; i.e., the individuals’ rank order within a 

group does not change over time); suggesting a trait-like quality to relational aggression. 

This notion of relative stability is consistent with previous findings (Zimmer-Gembeck, 

Geiger & Crick, 2005) and is further supported by the fact that girls’ relational aggression 

in the current study was assessed by different teachers in successive grades of elementary 

schools. our findings also showed a linear decrease in relational aggression between girls’ 

ages 7 to 12, whereas oDD and CD symptoms showed a quadratic shape during the same 

time span. This differential finding may mean that an increase in relational aggression lags 

behind; i.e. if girls would be followed up longer, an increase in relational aggression may 

become evident. 

Taken together, the findings in the present thesis show that the transition from 

childhood to early adolescence appears to be a crucial period for the development of 

disruptive behaviors in girls and that heterogeneity in developmental patterns exists 

among girls; some girls, for instance, show higher initial levels of disruptive behavior and 

slower decreases over time. These might be the girls that are characterized by more serious 

outcomes later in life, have poorer responses to treatment and are exposed to more risk 

factors. 

7.1.2 objective 2: the examination of individual, family, peer and neighborhood 

explanatory factors in the development of girls’ disruptive behavior

The summaries of findings in the subsequent subparagraphs will vary in length due 

to the fact that the reviews of the literature have been conducted pertaining to family and 

neighborhood factors and do not cover the other domains. 

Individual characteristics

Chapter 2 showed that callous-unemotional features (CU) appeared to be associated 

with chronic high levels of disruptive behavior in girls, thus contributing to the emerging 
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evidence that the presence of CU features in girls is associated with a particularly severe 

and persistent form of antisocial behavior (for a review see Frick & White, 2008). Although 

some degree of self-centeredness and lack of concern is normative in young children, mid- 

to late childhood may be an important developmental period for identifying CU behaviors 

as precursors to subsequent antisocial behavior (Hipwell et al., 2007). Thus, during this 

developmental period, one would expect healthy children to become increasingly aware of 

the importance of considering others’ needs (eisenberg & Fabes, 1998), to accept personal 

responsibility for one’s own behavior, and to feel guilty after doing something wrong (e.g. 

kochanska, 1994). Alternatively, among children with disruptive behavior a reduction in 

concern for others has been shown to emerge around ages 6 to 7 (Hastings, Zahn-Waxler, 

robinson, Usher & Bridges, 2000). 

it is important to bear in mind however, that several other individual risk factors 

associated with disruptive behavior (e.g. victimization, educational failure) may also be 

related to CU features. For instance, Weiler and Widom (1996) reported high levels of 

CU features in children who had been victims of childhood abuse and/or neglect. The 

latter data were not available for examination in the current thesis. it thus remains unclear 

whether the association between disruptive behavior and CU in young girls may be better 

accounted for by other “third” variables that were not included in our analyses. 

Family functioning

The literature review in chapter 4 focused on family-linked risk and protective 

processes in the development of girls’ disruptive behavior and showed the importance 

of including family functioning when studying the etiology and developmental course of 

girls’ disruptive behavior. To summarize key aspects of the review, parental socialization 

has been suggested as a potential explanation for a lower overall prevalence of disruptive 

behavior in girls compared to boys (Crick & Zahn-Waxler, 2003; keenan & Shaw, 1997; 

maniadaki, Sonuga-Barke & kakouros, 2003; Zahn-Waxler & Polanichka, 2004). Girls’ 

typical socialization focusing on interpersonal relationships, and suppression of anger 

and curtailing aggression may, for example, explain why girls tend to show less physical 

aggression than boys, and use relational aggression instead. in addition, higher levels of 

parental supervision and monitoring tend to be associated with higher rates of secure 

attachment relationships between parent and child. Securely attached children internalize 

the values of their parents and in turn are less likely to become affiliated with deviant peers 
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(Giordano, Cernkovich & Pugh, 1986). evidence pointing in the same direction comes 

from studies indicating that normative gender-differentiated parenting styles become 

disrupted for children with conduct problems (e.g. Webster-Stratton, 1996). The literature 

review furthermore showed that there is some evidence from prospective studies that a 

suboptimal child-rearing environment (low levels of parental monitoring, and high levels 

of psychological control, coercive parental discipline and conflict) is linked to early onset 

disruptive behavior in girls. These girls may have developed disruptive behavior in the 

absence of the protective effects of parenting. it may, however, also be the case that 

the socially deviant nature of the girls’ behavior causes disruptions in the child-rearing 

environment, which in turn, is likely to further increase or escalate the girl’s disruptive 

behavior. Studies on the reciprocal association between child disruptive behavior and 

parental behavior provide support for this hypothesis (Hipwell et al., 2007; Huh, Tristan, 

Wade & Stice, 2006). in addition, girls who display aggressive, antisocial tendencies are 

more likely, due to the existing gender stereotype, to be rejected by their parents, teachers 

and peers. This, in turn, further increases the risk of developing disruptive behavior and 

may potentially explain the existence of the small subgroup of girls that shows disruptive 

behavior from early childhood onwards. in adolescence, we found some evidence for a 

connection between decreasing levels of parental monitoring and warmth and increasing 

levels of parent-adolescent conflict, and the emergence of disruptive behavior, at least for 

some girls. The transition from childhood to adolescence is also marked by an increase in 

time spent with peers outside the home, therefore increasing the influence of peers and 

potentially reducing the protective effects of positive parenting behaviors. 

The empirical study presented in chapter 2 showed that parental warmth is of 

particular importance in the development of disruptive behavior in girls between 7 to 

12 years. Girls who were exposed to low parental warmth had higher initial levels of 

disruptive behavior at age 7. in addition, from age 10 onwards girls exposed to low parental 

warmth experienced an escalation in disruptive behavior relative to girls in families with 

high parental warmth. Girls exposed to lower parental warmth showed higher levels of 

disruptive behavior across the entire time span from ages 7 to 12. The influence of low 

parental warmth on the development of disruptive behavior in girls may be explained 

by the fact that girls, partly as a result of gender-typical parental socialization, show a 

greater orientation to interpersonal relations and higher sensitivity to rejection than boys 

(e.g. Gabriel & Gardner, 1999; maccoby, 1990). This orientation and sensitivity towards 
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interpersonal relationships, in turn, is likely to cause girls to be particularly affected by 

disruptions in their childrearing environment such as high levels of familial conflict and 

suboptimal parenting. 

Contrary to our expectations and in disagreement with our findings on oDD and 

CD symptoms in chapter 2, low parental warmth did not predict girls’ relational aggression 

(empirical study in chapter 3). it is possible however that an indirect, rather than a direct 

relationship exists, and that low parental warmth leads to negative self-perceptions which, 

in turn, are related to relationally aggressive behaviors, especially among girls (moretti, 

Holland & mckay, 2001). Harsh punishment, however, predicted higher levels of relational 

aggression across the entire time span, similar to results found for overt aggression in 

previous research (for a review see Coie & Dodge, 1998). As a result of harsh punishment 

children may learn to use alternative, manipulative strategies for achieving their goals, 

because the costs of more overt forms of aggression are too high (i.e. to avoid harsh 

punishment).

The empirical study in chapter 2 also examined harsh punishment as an explanatory 

factor for girls’ disruptive behavior (oDD and CD symptoms). Contrary to expectations, 

parent reports of harsh punishment were not associated with teacher-reported oDD and 

CD symptoms. Longitudinal evidence has suggested that the relation between physical 

punishment and increases in teacher-reported disruptive behavior is most pronounced 

during the early elementary school years in boys, but this detrimental effect dissipates 

quickly (Pardini, Fite, & Burke, 2008). it is possible that the girls in the present study may 

have passed the developmental period in which harsh parenting practices most often result 

in poor behavioral functioning. 

Findings from the empirical studies furthermore showed that parental stress and 

positive parenting were not associated with girls’ disruptive behavior. These family factors 

may, however, be indirectly associated with girls’ disruptive behavior, i.e. exert their 

influence through other factors. Positive parenting may, for example, cause children to 

do well in school, which, in turn, decreases the likelihood of their developing disruptive 

behavior. in the case of parental stress, it may also be that by controlling for welfare status 

(as a proxy for the family’s socio-economic status) and family composition (e.g. single 

parenthood), the effect of parental stress disappeared in the current analyses. in addition, 

the inclusion of neighborhood disadvantage in the analyses may also have caused the 

effect of parental stress to disappear. 
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Peers

The empirical study presented in chapter 2 showed no prospective associations 

between child reports of deviant peer group affiliation and teacher-reported disruptive 

behavior. This may be due to sample characteristics (e.g., age and gender). it may also 

support the notion, however, that parental influence is of greater importance than peer 

influences in the development of girls’ disruptive behavior in middle childhood. A previous 

study using a sample from the Pittsburgh Girls Study had suggested that prospective 

associations between deviant peer group affiliation and both parent- and teacher-

reported conduct problems in young girls are negligible after controlling for factors such 

as dysfunctional parenting and prior behavior (miller, Loeber & Hipwell, 2009). The 

notion that parental influences are likely to be more influential in the development of girls’ 

disruptive behavior in childhood, while the influence of peers increases over time as young 

girls enter into adolescence, was also supported by our findings in chapter 3. Although 

affiliation with deviant peers at girls’ ages 7 and 8 was not concurrently associated with 

relational aggression at the same age, it did predict subsequent relational aggression at 

ages 11 and 12. it remains unclear, however, whether this is best explained by selection 

effects (children actively seeking out friends who are similar to themselves on certain salient 

behavioral characteristics), socialization effects (similarity among friends developing over 

time as a result of influence operating within the friendship relationships), or a combination 

of both. Since high levels of relational aggression have been shown to be associated with 

peer difficulties (Crick, 1996; Crick et al., 1999; Werner & Crick, 2004), affiliation with 

deviant peers at ages 7 and 8 may lead to persistent social/interpersonal difficulties and 

relational aggression for a subgroup of girls. in addition, deviant friends may exert a 

stronger influence on children who already show disruptive behavior. Findings have shown 

that preadolescents who were initially moderately antisocial were particularly vulnerable to 

negative peer influences (Vitaro, Tremblay, kerr, Pagani, & Bukowski, 1997). 

Neighborhood residence

The literature review in chapter 5 showed that girls as well as boys residing in 

disadvantaged neighborhoods show more problem behavior than those in advantaged 

neighborhoods. Although the neighborhood effects tend to be small to moderate, they 

still can be observed in mixed samples of males and females, even after controlling for 

demographic and family level variables (e.g. Brooks-Gunn et al., 1993; Greenberg, Lengua, 
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Coie & Pinderhughes, 1999; Leventhal and Brooks-Gunn, 2000). At the time of the review 

it was unclear whether “true” neighborhood effects on problem behavior also existed in 

female-only samples. in answer to this question, the empirical study in chapter 6 presented 

findings showing that the effect of growing up in a low SeS neighborhood (as defined 

by census data) on the development of girls’ disruptive behavior remained significant 

after taking into account socio-demographic and family factors. This was true for the 

entire period of ages 7 to 12, which is consistent with the existent literature showing 

that neighborhoods effects on children’s behavior (regardless of gender) are thought to 

emerge at the time of entry into elementary school (Chase-Lansdale & Gordon, 1996). 

Unfortunately we were unable to test for nested effects in the research paper to also 

account for the notion that families are not randomly distributed across neighborhoods 

(e.g. Tienda, 1991). 

The review of the literature in chapter 5 furthermore indicated that girls in 

disadvantaged neighborhoods are exposed to a larger number of risk factors, including 

exposure to different forms of community and family violence, suboptimal parenting and 

affiliation with deviant peers. The empirical study in chapter 6 confirmed this conclusion 

by showing that parents in disadvantaged neighborhoods (as defined by census data) 

experienced significantly more stress than parents in the non-disadvantaged neighborhoods. 

Parents in disadvantaged neighborhoods also used more harsh punishment than parents 

in the non-disadvantaged neighborhoods, which is consistent with previous findings in 

mixed-gender samples (Furstenberg, 1993; klebanov, Brooks-Gunn, & Duncan, 1994). 

These findings indicated that parental behavior may be an important mediating factor 

in explaining neighborhood effects on girls’ disruptive behavior, as suggested in chapter 

5. in contrast, other findings showed that low parental warmth and positive parenting 

did not differ by neighborhood SeS. The use of harsh punishment and levels of parental 

warmth, however, appeared to be confounded by race. While levels of parental warmth, 

for example, did not differ by neighborhood SeS in African American families, european 

American families in disadvantaged neighborhoods displayed lower levels of warmth 

compared to european American families in non-disadvantaged neighborhoods. This 

showed the importance of taking into account ethnicity when studying the neighborhood 

context of parental behaviors. 

The analysis in chapter 2 focused on parent report of neighborhood risk as opposed 

to risk defined by census data. The findings indicated that parent reported neighborhood 



c h a p T e r  7

128

risk was associated with the pattern of change in girls’ disruptive behavior. Girls residing 

in high-risk neighborhoods, compared to girls in non-disadvantaged neighborhoods, 

exhibited higher levels of disruptive behavior as they progressed through middle childhood, 

but this differential effect disappeared in early adolescence. Close evaluation of this effect 

revealed that girls in high-risk neighborhoods did not seem to experience an escalation 

in disruptive behavior during childhood. instead, they were more likely to exhibit stable 

levels of disruptive behavior in middle childhood, while girls in low-risk neighborhoods 

experienced a decrease in disruptive behavior during the same developmental period. 

This finding elucidates that the positive association between neighborhood risk and 

disruptive behavior does not mean that girls in disadvantaged neighborhoods show an 

escalation in their conduct problems over time, but rather, a slower deceleration than girls 

in non-disadvantaged neighborhoods. Phrased differently, fewer girls in disadvantaged 

neighborhoods outgrow disruptive behavior compared to girls in non-disadvantaged 

neighborhoods. 

Taken together, the findings show that girls who grow up in disadvantaged 

neighborhoods are less likely to desist from disruptive behavior than girls in non-

disadvantaged neighborhoods, similar to the adverse effect found for boys who grow 

up in these settings (e.g. Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000; Sampson & Groves, 1989). 

Like boys, girls living in disadvantaged neighborhoods compared to those in advantaged 

neighborhoods tend to be exposed to a higher number of risk factors, including family 

dysfunction, which, in turn, exacerbates the development of disruptive behavior. The effect 

of growing up in a low SeS neighborhood (as defined by census data) on girls’ disruptive 

behavior, furthermore, remained after taking into account socio-demographic and family 

factors and was evident across the entire period of ages 7 to 12.

Multiple Domains and/or Factors: Multivariate results 

in the explanation of girls’ disruptive behavior it is important to consider multiple 

risk and/or protective factors simultaneously to also take into account synergistic and 

cumulative effects. The combination or accumulation of risk factors within different 

domains appears more informative than the examination of a single risk factor. For 

instance, examining individual characteristics and contextual factors simultaneously, the 

empirical study in chapter 2 found no evidence that the link between contextual risk factors 

(harsh punishment, low parental warmth, deviant peer affiliation, neighborhood risk) and 
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disruptive behavior was stronger in girls without significant CU features compared to girls 

with high levels of CU features. in contrast, a low level of parental warmth was associated 

with a chronically high level of disruptive behavior primarily for girls with elevated CU 

features. it may be that girls who are high on CU features are particularly in need of a warm 

and close relationship with their primary caregiver in order to develop an internalized sense 

of morality and to adopt prosocial behaviors. Consequently, a parent-child relationship 

that is cold and unloving may be particularly detrimental to the behavioral functioning 

of girls with high levels of CU features. This finding is in agreement with longitudinal 

studies on moral emotions (e.g. empathy, guilt) that have suggested that children with 

low levels of anxiety may be at risk for developing CU features (e.g. kochanska, 1995; 

rothbart, Ahadi, & Hershey, 1994; Young, Fox, & Zahn-Waxler, 1999), particularly if they 

are not exposed to a warm and involved parenting environment (kochanska, 1997). The 

synergistic negative effect of a mismatch between parenting style and child disposition 

in our study, however, seemed to disappear over time, supporting the notion that the 

younger the age of the girl, the greater the influence of parental behaviors. 

in addition, findings indicated the potential presence of mediating variables. 

Parental behaviors such as harsh punishment and parental stress that are more prevalent 

in disadvantaged neighborhoods compared to non-disadvantaged neighborhoods, for 

instance, may be an important mediating factor in explaining neighborhood effects on 

girls’ disruptive behavior. 

in conclusion, the findings in this thesis provide us with improved knowledge about 

developmental processes regarding girls’ disruptive behavior. This knowledge is important 

since the implementation of interventions should be buttressed by empirical evidence. 

in addition, the findings also show the importance of examining dynamic, interactional 

processes within and between different domains of risk factors as evidence was found for 

the presence of both moderating and mediating effects. Studies on boys have shown that no 

single risk factor but rather an accumulation of multiple risk factors (in different domains) is 

associated with the development of disruptive and delinquent behavior (e.g. Stouthamer-

Loeber et al., 2002; Yoshikawa, 1994). This appears to be true for girls as well as boys. The 

present findings also stress the importance of developmental research as in several cases, 

effects changed or disappeared over time. Lastly, the findings also underscore the benefit of 

using a within-individual modeling approach. This approach for example clarified that the 

positive association between neighborhood risk and disruptive behavior did not mean that 
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girls in disadvantaged neighborhoods showed an escalation in their disruptive behaviors 

over time, but that fewer girls in disadvantaged neighborhood outgrew their disruptive 

behavior compared to girls in non-disadvantaged neighborhoods. 

7.1.3 objective 3: A gender-sensitive model for girls’ disruptive behavior

Figure 7.1 depicts the model used in this thesis showing the nesting of explanatory 

factors (based on Bronfenbrenner’s 1979 model; Loeber, Slot & Stouthamer-Loeber, 2008). 

The inner circle represents the girls’ individual characteristics (e.g. age, race, callous-

unemotional features). The next circle represents (proximal) family related factors, such 

as household composition, welfare status, and parental behaviors (e.g. harsh punishment, 

low parental warmth, positive parenting). The outer circle represents the distal factor 

neighborhood residence (e.g. low SeS versus non-disadvantaged neighborhoods, crime 

rates in the neighborhood). other circles included represent school and peer related risk 

and protective factors. 

Figure 7.1 – explanatory model utilized in the present thesis
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family
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(child)
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Figure 7.2 shows the evidence found for explanatory factors of girls’ disruptive 

behavior. The figure summarizes the key findings of the current thesis and highlights areas 

for further research in order to better inform prevention and treatment programs. 

our findings showed that individual characteristics such as callous-unemotional 

features and girls’ orientation and sensitivity towards interpersonal relationships need to 

be considered when explaining girls’ disruptive behavior. As expected, at this young age 

the girl is mostly affected by family factors (Winslow & Shaw, 2007). Family factors of 

particular importance in explaining girls’ disruptive behavior are the presence or absence 

of the typical parental socialization of girls, low parental warmth (for disruptive behavior) 

and harsh punishment (for relational aggression). The review of family-linked risk and 

protective processes in chapter 4 pointed out reciprocal associations between girls’ 

individual characteristics and family factors (shown by two-sided arrows in Figures 7.1 

and 7.2). We found some evidence for a delayed effect of deviant peer affiliation on girls’ 

relational aggression, but not for symptoms of disruptive behavior. This partial support is 

shown by a dotted arrow in Figure 7.2. The studies presented in this thesis furthermore 

showed direct effects of neighborhood residence on girls’ disruptive behavior as well as on 

Figure 7.2 – Heuristic, explanatory model of girls’ disruptive behavior
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parental behavior, which in turn, may influence girls’ behavior. 

A comparison of Figure 7.1 with Figure 7.2 shows that the findings from the literature 

reviews and empirical studies fit the proposed heuristic model well. The current model, 

however, can be improved further by a more close examination of direct and indirect 

effects of girls’ affiliations with peers and introducing school related risk and protective 

factors as other explanatory factors of girls’ disruptive behavior. The model may also be 

expanded by consideration of different outcomes such as oDD/CD symptoms, relational 

aggression and perhaps others such as violence, given that the present findings showed 

differential prediction by parenting context. 

in conclusion, the model can be considered as an advanced model over 

Bronfenbrenner’s model (1979) because it shows more differentiation by, for example, 

considering multiple outcomes (relational aggression, oDD/CD symptoms) and including 

moderating effects. For instance, our findings on the association between CU, low parental 

warmth and the development of disruptive behavior showed evidence for a moderating 

effect. However, the model needs further improvement as empirical studies on explanatory 

factors of girls’ disruptive behavior accumulate. 

 

7.2 limitations of the present studies 

Several limitations of the empirical studies presented in this dissertation need to be 

considered when interpreting the results. First, the studies examined mean trajectories of 

disruptive behavior and relational aggression and did not focus on different trajectories 

that may exist for subgroups of girls, who in turn, could have different outcomes. Future 

studies should focus on teasing apart these different trajectories and could, for instance, 

examine whether different explanatory factors play a role for the subgroup of girls that 

shows high levels of disruptive behavior at an early age. 

Furthermore, the trajectories studied in this thesis were based on teacher reports of 

girls’ disruptive behavior. Because the developmental trajectories spanned from age 7 to 12 

and self-reports of problem behavior are deemed reliable from age 10 onwards, we were 

not able to use girls’ self-reports. While the use of teacher reports eliminated the influence 

of shared informant effects on disruptive behavior, the trajectories in this thesis may be 

influenced by teacher reporting bias as teachers have been found to report higher rates of 

disruptive behavior than parents (Hipwell et al., 2002; keiley, Bates, Dodge & Pettit, 2000; 

offord, Boyle & racine, 1989). moreover, low agreement between different informants 
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regarding overt and covert problem behavior is the rule rather than the exception. Potential 

explanations for these discrepancies include informant bias, differences in the meaning of 

the behaviors measured in each context and/or the instability of girls’ behavior across 

settings (Hipwell et al., 2002) and are subject to further study. Covert behaviors, such as 

relational aggression, are in themselves more difficult to detect by parents and teachers. 

Peer nomination techniques could not be used in the present studies although it has 

been suggested that peers are better informants than teachers, for instance on relational 

aggression, as they are often the victims (Crick et al., 1999; Leff et al., 1999), although 

this introduces its own set of biases. ideally, an observational component of parental 

behavior would have also been included. Self-report measures of parenting are typically 

only modestly correlated with measures based on direct observation (Holden & edwards, 

1989), and the two assessment approaches can yield disparate findings (rothbaum & 

Weisz, 1994). Taken together, findings from the present studies should therefore be 

replicated using different informants.

in addition, the trajectories in this thesis spanned from girls’ ages 7 to 12. 

Developmental studies following girls into adolescence would, for example, help to 

elucidate whether the relative influence of peers and parents shifts over time. 

Also, while longitudinal studies can examine the temporal ordering of relationships 

between variables necessary for causal inference, this methodology is not sufficient for 

making firm causal interpretations as the observed relations may be better accounted for 

by some unobserved “third” variable. For example, genetic and neurocognitive factors 

have been implicated in the development of disruptive behavior (moffitt, 2005; moffitt 

et al., 2001). 

A limitation pertaining to the literature reviews is that we did not conduct meta-

analyses. This is an important gap that needs to be addressed in the future.

Last, a word of caution should be given regarding the generalizability of the findings, 

which is limited by the use of an all-female sample within inner-city Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, 

United States. owing to the differences between the United States and the netherlands 

in the social and political climate, organization of mental health services, availability of 

different treatments, and characteristics of minority populations, generalization to the 

Dutch situation is complicated. Therefore, Dutch studies are needed to replicate these 

findings.
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7.3 Directions for future research

Future studies should focus on examining multiple risk and protective factors 

from multiple domains simultaneously. To date, no empirical studies have simultaneously 

examined prospective associations between family and peer factors and girls’ disruptive 

behavior. Attention should be particularly paid to interactive associations; risk factors are 

likely to cluster (e.g. girls growing up in unloving homes may affiliate with deviant peers, 

punitive parents may live in disadvantaged neighborhoods) or trigger other risk factors 

over time (e.g. school failure may trigger unsupervised wandering in the neighborhood). 

Simultaneously taking into account protective and risk factors is another important goal. 

risk and protective factors may, for example, interact in a way that the presence of 

protective factors may buffer the effects of risk factors (Stouthamer-Loeber et al., 2002). 

Specific attention should also be paid to mediators and moderators. Questions that remain 

unanswered, for example, are: Does peer influence mediate neighborhood effects on girls’ 

disruptive behavior? And, which parenting behaviors mediate neighborhood effects? 

Future studies should furthermore focus on disentangling the differential 

development of disruptive behavior in subgroups of girls. For example, are the same risk 

factors important in early and late onset of girls’ disruptive behavior? And, do differences 

exist in neighborhood effects in early versus late onset of disruptive behavior in girls?

Last, although the literature reviews in this thesis addressed gender differences, 

the empirical papers did not due to the use of an all-female sample. in order to examine 

gender differences in explanatory factors of disruptive behavior future studies will need 

large mixed-gender samples, including large groups of girls (because of a lower prevalence 

rate of disruptive behavior).

7.4 Clinical implications 

Assessment

The present findings show that assessments of girls should be improved to counter 

under-identification and underestimation of disruptive girls. Frequently used assessment 

tools, such as the Child Behavior Check List (CBCL, Achenbach, 1991) as well as the 

diagnostic criteria in the Diagnostic and Statistical manual of mental Disorders (DSm, 

American Psychiatric Association, 1994) should for example include callous-unemotional 

features, as has been suggested by moffitt and colleagues (2008), because CU features 

are associated with chronically high levels of oDD/CD over time in girls as has been 
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shown in boys, and thus may delineate a severe and persistent form of conduct problems 

in youth. Assessment tools and diagnostic criteria should also include ‘female-sensitive’ 

symptoms such as relational aggression, as has been suggested by multiple scholars (e.g. 

Bjorkqvist, Lagerspetz & kaukiainen, 1992; Crick & Grotpeter, 1995; Galen & Underwood, 

1997; Xie, Cairns & Cairns, 2002), to do justice to the differential phenotype of disruptive 

behavior in girls compared to boys. The options for diagnostic practice will be to create 

separate disorders for the two genders (i.e. to assign different criteria to the diagnosis of, 

for instance, conduct disorder for boys and girls), or to create subtypes of conduct disorder 

that are correlated with gender. 

Prevention 

The present findings may help to improve the detection of girls who are at elevated 

risk for developing / escalating disruptive behavior. Due to their different phenotype 

many girls who show disruptive behavior go undetected and are therefore not targeted by 

prevention workers. This stresses the need for gender-oriented prevention. 

increasing awareness that girls who grow up in unloving homes are at risk for 

disruptive behavior and all the negative outcomes associated with that (such as mental 

health problems, school drop out, teenage pregnancy) points out the girls (and families) that 

should be specifically targeted by prevention efforts. A noteworthy multi-level prevention 

program focusing on parenting and family support, which has been specifically developed 

as a population level-strategy and a public health approach to promote children’s well-

being currently available and proven effective is Triple P (Positive Parenting Program; 

Sanders et al., 2005). 

Another group that should be targeted by prevention efforts, based on the present 

findings, are children residing in disadvantaged neighborhoods. Communities That Care 

(CTC), for instance, is an operating system that provides research-based tools to help 

communities mobilize to promote the positive development of children and youth and 

to prevent adolescent problem behaviors that impede positive development including 

substance abuse, delinquency, teen pregnancy, school dropout, and violence. results 

from a 7-state experimental trial involving 24 communities showed that within 4 years of 

adopting the CTC system, community coalitions reduced the incidence and prevalence of 

delinquent behaviors and of alcohol, and tobacco use among young people community 

wide (Hawkins et al., 2008).
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Intervention

research shows that a large group of girls with disruptive behavior does not receive 

help or not in a timely manner (see review by Hipwell & Loeber, 2006). Studies have shown 

that early adolescence appeared to be a crucial period for the development of disruptive 

behavior in girls. As a result, prevention and intervention programs should ideally start or 

intensify just before the girl’s transition from childhood to adolescence. Studies presented 

in this thesis also showed that in girls aged 7 to 12 parents are the primary target and tool 

in interventions for girls who exhibit disruptive behavior. Since family functioning is clearly 

important in the development of disruptive behavior in girls, and findings suggest that 

this relationship is reciprocal (e.g. Hipwell et al., 2007; Huh, Tristan, Wade & Stice, 2006; 

Laird, Pettit, Bates & Dodge, 2003), it is crucial for intervention programs to include parent 

training programs or systemic therapies. A greater emphasis on building more positive 

relationships with parents may be a critical component of effective, multi-component 

interventions for girls. even if the family is not the only contributor to the development of 

disruptive behavior in girls, it is certainly the central vehicle by which change can be made to 

turn development in a more positive direction. Parent management Training (PmT) indeed 

appears to be effective for girls at an early stage in development (Hipwell & Loeber, 2006). 

regarding interventions in middle childhood and adolescence, the majority of programs 

has not been designed specifically to reflect the qualities of girls’ disruptive behavior. Two 

notable exceptions exist; the earlscourt Girls Connection program (Pepler, Walsh & Levene, 

2004; Walsh, Pepler & Levene, 2002) and the multi-dimensional Treatment Foster Care 

program (mTFC; Leve, Chamberlain & reid, 2005), which specifically focus on reducing 

relational aggression, and managing interpersonal relationships. evaluation studies of these 

programs showed beneficial outcomes for girls on dimensions of externalizing problems, 

delinquency and social relations (Hipwell & Loeber, 2006). A word of caution, however, is 

warranted because most treatment evaluations do not report on the extent to which girls’ 

behavior is brought into the non-clinical range (Hipwell & Loeber, 2006). Thus, it may be 

that girls still demonstrate clinically significant disruptive behavior despite improvements 

following the intervention.

in addition, since our findings showed that neighborhood SeS affects disruptive 

behavior over and above the effect of family factors, we need to tailor intervention 

efforts to the neighborhoods that families reside in. An example of such an intervention is 

multisystemic Therapy (mST); an intensive family- and community-based treatment that 
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addresses the multiple determinants of serious antisocial behavior in juvenile offenders 

(Henggeler et al., 1998). The multisystemic approach views individuals as being nested 

within a complex network of interconnected systems that encompass individual, family, 

and extrafamilial (peer, school, neighborhood) factors. mST, however, has been developed 

for a specific group of youth (adolescent juvenile offenders with serious antisocial behavior) 

and aims at reducing a broad range of antisocial behavior and conduct problems without a 

specific focus on ameliorating relational aggression (Hipwell & Loeber, 2006). in addition, 

mST has not been evaluated for girls.

in conclusion, a better understanding of explanatory factors of girls’ disruptive 

behavior may provide essential information relevant to developing (better) prevention 

programs, adjusting parent management training, and optimizing treatment programs 

for girls. if we could prevent girls from showing disruptive behavior or developing more 

serious forms of disruptive behavior, both concurrent and future generations will benefit. 

early identification and improved interventions will furthermore limit costs of mental health 

care and the juvenile justice system, from which the society at large will benefit.
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Disruptief gedrag bij meisjes: een onderzoek naar verklarende factoren.

Dit proefschrift richt zich op disruptief gedrag (oppositioneel, agressief en/of 

regelovertredend gedrag) bij meisjes; het beschrijft de ontwikkeling van disruptief gedrag 

bij meisjes tussen de 7 en 12 jaar en onderzoekt de factoren die de ontwikkeling van 

disruptief gedrag in meisjes kunnen verklaren. Het richt zich hierbij in het bijzonder op 

individuele factoren, gezinsfactoren en demografische factoren zoals het wonen in een 

achterstandswijk. Tot dusver is er weinig onderzoek verricht naar disruptief gedrag bij 

meisjes en als gevolg daarvan is er weinig bekend over de ontwikkeling van disruptief 

gedrag bij meisjes en de factoren die daarin een rol spelen. 

Disruptief gedrag is het meest voorkomende probleemgedrag bij kinderen (Campbell, 

1995). Longitudinale en epidemiologische studies tonen aan dat ongeveer 5 tot 10% van 

de jongens en 1 tot 3% van de meisjes ernstig disruptief gedrag laat zien in de kindertijd 

(Costello et al., 1996; Lavigne et al., 1996; moffitt, 1993). Hoewel disruptief gedrag 

minder vaak voorkomt bij meisjes dan jongens, blijkt er bij meisjes die verwezen worden 

naar hulpverlenende en/of justitiële instanties sprake van ernstiger disruptief gedrag 

dan bij jongens die worden verwezen (e.g. kloosterman & Veerman, 1997; Webster-

Stratton, 1996). Voorts blijkt er, beginnend in de adolescentie, bij meisjes meer sprake 

van comorbiteit (Costello, Armstrong & erkanli, 2000; Costello, Foley & Angold, 2006). 

ook is bekend dat meisjes die reeds disruptief gedrag vertoonden in de kindertijd, op 

volwassen leeftijd ernstiger psychosociale problemen vertonen dan jongens met disruptief 

gedrag in de kindertijd (e.g. Bardone, moffitt, Caspi & Dickson, 1996; Chamberlain & 

moore, 2002; Lewis, Yeager, Cobham-Portorreal & klein, 1991; odgers et al., 2008; 

robins, 1986). Het gaat hierbij bijvoorbeeld om psychische problemen, drugsgebruik en 

opvoedingsproblematiek, wat op zijn beurt grote gevolgen kan hebben voor de volgende 

generatie. 

Vanuit de wetenschappelijke literatuur is bekend dat het verloop van disruptief 

gedrag in meisjes verschilt van jongens; zo is er sprake van een later ontstaan (‘onset’), 

komt een vroeg ontstaan (‘early onset’) minder vaak voor en is er sprake van een snellere 

escalatie van het probleemgedrag gedurende de adolescentie (e.g. Côté et al., 2001; 

Galambos, Barker & Almeida, 2003; mcCabe, rodgers, Yeh & Hough, 2004; moffitt et al., 

2001; Scaramella, Conger & Simons, 1999; Silverthorn, Frick & reynolds, 2001). ook is er 

sprake van verschillen in verschijningsvorm van disruptief gedrag; relationele agressie (zoals 
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sociale uitsluiting, roddels verspreiden, dreigen een vriendschap te zullen beëindigen) staat 

bij meisjes meer op de voorgrond dan fysieke agressie (zie voor een overzicht; Crick et al., 

1999). Deze relationele (of indirecte) agressie kan worden beschouwd als een alternatief 

voor fysieke (directe) agressie waarvan gebruik wordt gemaakt als de kosten van directe 

agressie te hoog zijn (Archer & Coyne, 2005). Verschillen in verschijningsvorm van 

delinquent gedrag hebben betrekking op het feit dat meisjes, in vergelijking met jongens, 

minder vaak bij georganiseerde bendes zijn betrokken, minder vaak vechten en wapens 

bij zich dragen en hun slachtoffers veelal bekenden van hen zijn (esbensen, Deschenes 

& Winfree, 1999; Heide 2003). Tot op heden is echter onbekend wat deze verschillen in 

prevalentie, verloop en verschijningsvorm tussen disruptief gedrag bij jongens en meisjes 

kan verklaren. er bestaat echter consensus onder wetenschappers dat protectieve en 

risicofactoren een verschillend effect hebben op de ontwikkeling van disruptief gedrag bij 

meisjes in vergelijking met jongens (Harachi et al., 2006; moffitt, Caspi, rutter & Silva, 

2001; Storvoll & Wichstrom, 2002). Het is dan ook noodzakelijk om een gender-sensitief 

model te ontwikkelen dat de ontwikkeling van disruptief gedrag en haar gender-specifieke 

kenmerken beschrijft. Dit model kan vervolgens als basis dienen voor het ontwikkelen van 

preventie- en interventieprogramma’s.

Dit proefschrift heeft tot doel, ten eerste, de ontwikkeling van disruptief gedrag 

bij meisjes tussen de 7 en 12 jaar in kaart te brengen. Ten tweede is het doel factoren te 

onderzoeken die de ontwikkeling van disruptief gedrag bij meisjes mogelijk verklaren. een 

derde doel betreft het ontwikkelen van een gender-sensitief model voor disruptief gedrag 

bij meisjes dat individuele factoren, gezinsfactoren en demografische kenmerken omvat. 

Hierbij worden zowel protectieve als risicofactoren onderzocht omdat is gebleken dat dit 

de voorspelling van gedrag sterk verbetert (Stouthamer-Loeber, Loeber, Wei, Farrington & 

Wikström, 2002). Voorts wordt beoogd onderliggende mechanismen te identificeren door 

statistische interacties te onderzoeken.
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onderzoeksopzet

 De empirische studies in dit proefschrift maken gebruik van een dataset afkomstig 

van de Pittsburgh Girls Study (PGS). De PGS is een uniek project waarin vier cohorten 

meisjes (die bij aanvang van de studie in 2000 5, 6, 7 en 8 jaar oud waren) jaarlijks zijn 

(en worden) geïnterviewd. Tevens worden de primaire opvoeder (veelal de moeder) en 

de leerkracht geïnterviewd. De totale onderzoeksgroep bedraagt 2451 meisjes waarbij 

meisjes die opgroeien in een achterstandsbuurt (gedefinieerd als een buurt waarin het 

gezinsinkomen van meer dan 25% van de gezinnen op of onder de armoedergrens is) zijn 

oververtegenwoordigd. De Pittsburgh Girls Study verzamelt informatie over de ontwikkeling 

en het gedrag van de meisjes. Voorts worden factoren in kaart gebracht zoals opvoeding, 

psychische gesteldheid van de ouders, inkomen van het gezin en woonomgeving. 

momenteel bevindt de studie zich in het negende jaar van dataverzameling (meisjes 

variëren in leeftijd van 13 tot 16 jaar).

 De empirische studies in dit proefschrift maken gebruik van de in de eerste 5 jaren 

verzamelde data van de oudste 2 cohorten (meisjes die 7 en 8 jaar waren bij aanvang van 

de studie). Hierdoor is het mogelijk de ontwikkeling van disruptief gedrag te bekijken over 

een periode van 5 jaar; in de leeftijd van de meisjes tussen 7 en 12 jaar. De onderzoeksgroep 

bestaat uit 1233 Amerikaanse meisjes woonachtig in de stad Pittsburgh (Pennsylvania). 

een dermate grote steekproef met een dergelijke longitudinale onderzoeksopzet is (nog) 

niet voorhanden in nederland. 

 De hypotheses in dit proefschrift werden getoetst middels statistische data-analyse 

en middels het in kaart brengen van reeds verschenen engelstalige wetenschappelijke 

publicaties. De hoofdstukken 4 en 5 geven een overzicht van de literatuur respectievelijk op 

het gebied van gezinsfactoren, en de invloed van het opgroeien in een achterstandsbuurt 

op de ontwikkeling van disruptief gedrag bij meisjes. De hoofdstukken 2, 3 en 6 bevatten 

empirische studies. Hierin is veelal gebruik gemaakt van groeicurves; een statistische 

techniek die is ontworpen om de ontwikkeling van gedrag over tijd te onderzoeken. 

in de volgende paragraaf zullen de resultaten beknopt worden samengevat. Voor een 

uitgebreide samenvatting van de bevindingen wordt verwezen naar hoofdstuk 7 van dit 

proefschrift. Vervolgens worden de beperkingen van de beschreven studies en implicaties 

voor de klinische praktijk besproken. 
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Samenvatting van de bevindingen

De ontwikkeling van disruptief gedrag bij meisjes van 7 tot 12 jaar oud

De resultaten van de empirische studies tonen aan dat disruptief gedrag bij meisjes 

tussen 7 en 12 jaar in eerste instantie afneemt en dan, vanaf ongeveer de leeftijd van 

10 jaar, toeneemt. Deze bevindingen komen overeen met eerder wetenschappelijk 

onderzoek. De resultaten laten voorts zien dat er sprake is van individuele variabiliteit in 

bijvoorbeeld initiële status van disruptief gedrag en/of de ontwikkeling van het gedrag 

over tijd. Dit bevestigt de hypothese dat er verschillende subgroepen meisjes bestaan die 

een verschillende ontwikkeling van disruptief gedrag kennen. 

in hoofdstuk 3 wordt de ontwikkeling van relationele agressie, een gender-specifieke 

uitingsvorm van disruptief gedrag bij meisjes, bestudeerd. De bevindingen tonen aan 

dat relationele agressie, zoals gerapporteerd door de leerkracht van de meisjes, (lineair) 

afneemt naarmate de meisjes ouder worden. Dit is in tegenstelling tot eerder onderzoek, 

waarin een toename van relationele agressie werd gerapporteerd (e.g. murray-Close, 

ostrov & Crick, 2007; Vaillancourt, miller, Fagbemi Côté, & Tremblay, 2007). Dit verschil 

wordt hoogstwaarschijnlijk verklaard door het gebruik van verschillende informanten. 

eerdere onderzoeken maakten gebruik van rapportage door klas- en/of leeftijdgenoten, 

terwijl het huidige onderzoek gebruik maakte van rapportage door de leerkracht. Het 

ligt in de verwachting dat relationele agressie, wat covert (heimelijk) van aard is, minder 

zichtbaar is voor leerkrachten dan leeftijdgenoten. een afname van relationele agressie als 

meisjes ouder worden, zou dan ook kunnen wijzen op een verminderd zichtbaar zijn van 

relationele agressie door toegenomen sociale vaardigheden bij meisjes en toegenomen 

afkeuring van de expressie van overte (openlijke) agressie. De huidige bevindingen tonen 

voorts aan dat er individuele verschillen zijn in het niveau van relationele agressie tijdens de 

eerste meting (leeftijd 7/8 jaar), maar geen verschillen in de ontwikkeling van relationele 

agressie (i.e. afname) over tijd. kortom; er lijkt bij relationele agressie sprake van relatieve 

stabiliteit, meisjes veranderen niet ten opzichte van elkaar. meisjes die het hoogst scoren 

op relationele agressie bij de eerste meting, doen dit ook bij de laatste meting. Hetzelfde 

geldt voor meisjes die het laagst scoren. De gevonden daling in relationele agressie zou 

eventueel ook kunnen worden gevolgd door een stijging, zoals het geval is bij symptomen 

van een (oppositioneel opstandige) gedragsstoornis (oDD en CD; hoofdstuk 2). om dit te 

onderzoeken zullen meisjes over langere periode moeten worden gevolgd.

Concluderend kan worden gesteld dat de overgang van de kindertijd naar de 



s u m m a ry  I n  d u T c h

172

vroege adolescentie een cruciale periode is in de ontwikkeling van disruptief gedrag bij 

meisjes. Voorts kan worden geconcludeerd dat verschillende subgroepen van meisjes 

een verschillende ontwikkeling doormaken. Het is van belang deze groepen te kunnen 

onderscheiden teneinde de effectiviteit van preventie en interventies te verhogen. 

Verklarende factoren van disruptief gedrag bij meisjes

Tot dusver hebben verklaringen van disruptief gedrag gebruik gemaakt van factoren 

in verschillende domeinen, zoals individuele kenmerken, gezinsfactoren, factoren gelegen 

in de omgang met leeftijdgenoten en demografische factoren. Deze verklaringen zijn 

veelal gebaseerd op onderzoek naar jongens. 

Individuele factoren. een groep kinderen die een verhoogd risico hebben op de 

ontwikkeling van disruptief gedrag zijn kinderen die kenmerken vertonen van callous-

unemotional behavior (Frick & White, 2008). Het gaat hierbij om kinderen die weinig 

schuldgevoel ervaren, moeite hebben zich te verplaatsen in anderen en veelal op 

instrumentele wijze contact aangaan met anderen. Hoewel er meer en meer wetenschappelijk 

bewijs komt dat de aanwezigheid van deze (persoonlijkheids)kenmerken is gerelateerd aan 

ernstig en persistent disruptief gedrag (zie voor een overzicht; Frick & White, 2008), is het 

overgrote deel van het onderzoek verricht naar jongens. De empirische studie in hoofdstuk 

2 laat zien dat de aanwezigheid van callous-unemotional features ook bij 7- tot 12-jarige 

meisjes is gerelateerd aan een chronisch hoge mate van disruptief gedrag. 

met betrekking tot gezinsfactoren komt in een groot aantal studies naar voren dat 

de opvoeding binnen het gezin gerelateerd is aan de ontwikkeling van disruptief gedrag. 

opvoedgedragingen en -kenmerken zoals gebrekkige supervisie, beperkte monitoring 

door ouders, een weinig liefdevolle ouder-kind relatie, en een autoritaire of toegeeflijke 

opvoedstijl spelen een rol in de ontwikkeling van disruptief gedrag (e.g. Chronis et al., 

2007; Gorman-Smith & Loeber, 2005; Patterson, 1982; Pettit, Laird, Dodge, Bates, & 

Criss, 2001; Scaramella, Conger, & Simons, 1999). 

Zowel het literatuuroverzicht in hoofdstuk 4 als de empirische studies in de 

hoofdstukken 2, 3 en 6 bevestigen dat gezinsfactoren een belangrijke rol spelen bij de 

ontwikkeling van disruptief gedrag bij meisjes. De empirische studies in dit proefschrift 

hebben specifiek de rol van parental warmth en harsh punishment onderzocht. Het 

literatuuroverzicht beschrijft dat ouders dochters anders opvoeden dan zonen (onder 

andere met meer warmte, minder bestraffend, met meer nadruk op interpersoonlijke 
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relaties en meer nadruk op het beheersen van gevoelens van boosheid en agressie), wat 

mogelijk de lagere prevalentie van disruptief gedrag bij meisjes in vergelijking tot jongens 

kan verklaren. Disruptief gedrag bij meisjes ontstaat mogelijk door het uitblijven van de 

protectieve gender-specifieke stijl van opvoeden. een andere mogelijkheid is dat disruptief 

gedrag van meisjes tot gevolg heeft dat de opvoeding ernstig verstoord raakt en het 

disruptieve gedrag als reactie daarop toeneemt. onderzoek waarin een bidirectionele relatie 

tussen opvoeder- en kindgedrag is aangetoond, levert bewijs voor deze hypothese (Hipwell 

et al., 2007; Huh, Tristan, Wade & Stice, 2006). Het blijkt voorts dat meisjes die agressief 

en antisociaal gedrag vertonen veelal worden afgewezen door ouders, leerkrachten en 

leeftijdgenoten, wat hoogstwaarschijnlijk voortvloeit uit de bestaande stereotypering dat 

meisjes “zo niet zijn of doen”. Deze afwijzing vergroot het risico op escalatie van het 

disruptief gedrag en verklaart mogelijk de subgroep meisjes die reeds op jonge leeftijd 

ernstig disruptief gedrag vertoont. in het literatuuroverzicht komt voorts naar voren dat er 

bij de transitie van de kindertijd naar de adolescentie sprake is van enerzijds een afname 

van warmte en monitoring en anderzijds een toename van conflicten tussen ouders en 

dochters. Tegelijkertijd gaan leeftijdgenoten een belangrijkere rol spelen, wat mogelijk de 

protectieve effecten van opvoedgedrag van ouders teniet doet. 

Ten aanzien van de omgang met leeftijdgenoten hebben studies aangetoond dat 

de disruptief gedrag kan ontstaan als gevolg van afwijzing door prosociale leeftijdgenoten 

(e.g. miller-Johnson, Coie, maumary-Gremaud & Bierman, 2002). omgang met 

deviante vrienden kan er voorts toe leiden dat ongewenst gedrag wordt gekopieerd of 

(over)gewaardeerd (e.g. Coie et al., 1999; Patterson, Dishion, & Yoerger, 2000). 

in de empirische studie in hoofdstuk 2 blijkt dat het omgaan met deviante 

leeftijdgenoten niet gerelateerd is aan disruptief gedrag (symptomen van gedragsstoornis 

en oppositioneel opstandige gedragsstoornis) bij 7- tot 12-jarige meisjes. in hoofdstuk 

3, waarin verklarende factoren van relationele agressie worden onderzocht, blijkt geen 

verband aanwezig op 7- en 8-jarige leeftijd, maar wel op 11- en 12-jarige leeftijd. Deze 

resultaten bevestigen de hypothese dat gezinsfactoren in deze periode een belangrijker rol 

spelen dan de omgang met leeftijdgenoten.  

met betrekking tot het opgroeien in een achterstandsbuurt blijkt uit het 

literatuuroverzicht in hoofdstuk 5 dat zowel meisjes als jongens hierdoor negatief worden 

beïnvloed. Hoewel deze effecten klein zijn (5 tot 10% van de variantie verklarend), 

blijven deze aanwezig wanneer statistisch wordt gecontroleerd voor socio-demografische 
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(o.a. etnische afkomst) en gezinsfactoren. in de empirische studie in hoofdstuk 6 blijken 

deze effecten aanwezig gedurende de gehele leeftijdsperiode van 7 tot 12 jaar, wat 

overeenkomt met eerder onderzoek dat heeft aangetoond dat negatieve effecten van het 

wonen in een achterstandsbuurt ontstaan rond de leeftijd van ongeveer 6 jaar (Chase-

Lansdale & Gordon, 1996). Het literatuuroverzicht laat voorts zien dat meisjes die opgroeien 

in een achterstandsbuurt worden blootgesteld aan een groter aantal risicofactoren dan 

meisjes die in betere buurten opgroeien. Deze verhoogde blootstelling aan risicofactoren 

heeft met name betrekking op risicofactoren zoals getuige of slachtoffer zijn van huiselijk 

geweld of geweld op straat, tekortschietende pedagogische vaardigheden van ouders 

en deviante vrienden. De empirische studie in hoofdstuk 6 bevestigt dat ouders in 

achterstandsbuurten meer stress ervaren en meer harsh punishment hanteren dan ouders 

in niet-achterstandsbuurten. Hierbij dient te worden opgemerkt dat etnische afkomst een 

belangrijke rol speelt in opvoedgedrag en derhalve altijd in onderzoek meegenomen dient 

te worden. Gezinsfactoren lijken een belangrijke mediërende factor in de relatie tussen 

opgroeien in een achterstandsbuurt en de ontwikkeling van disruptief gedrag. 

De resultaten van de empirische studie in hoofstuk 2 laten voorts zien dat meisjes in 

achterstandsbuurten stabielere niveaus van disruptief gedrag vertonen, in tegenstelling tot 

een afname van disruptief gedrag bij meisjes die opgroeien in betere buurten. met andere 

woorden; bij meisjes in achterstandbuurten is disruptief gedrag minder snel in remissie. 

Deze resultaten komen overeen met eerdere bevindingen in onderzoek naar jongens 

(Leventhal & Brooks-Gunn, 2000; Sampson & Groves, 1989).

in het onderhavige proefschrift zijn voorts protectieve en risicofactoren in meerdere 

domeinen tegelijkertijd onderzocht. Het is immers van groot belang om onderzoek 

te doen naar mogelijke cumulatieve en/of synergistische effecten. De empirische 

studie in hoofdstuk 2 toont aan dat, in tegenstelling tot wat werd verwacht, de relatie 

tussen contextuele risicofactoren (suboptimaal opvoedgedrag, omgang met deviante 

leeftijdgenoten, opgroeien in een achterstandsbuurt) en disruptief gedrag niet sterker is 

bij meisjes zonder callous-unemotional features dan bij meisjes die deze kenmerken wel 

vertonen. in tegenstelling, het blijkt dat meisjes met callous-unemotional features die 

opgroeien in een weinig liefdevolle thuissituatie chronisch hoge niveaus van disruptief 

gedrag vertonen. Dit synergistische negatieve effect van de mismatch tussen opvoedgedrag 

en kindkenmerken verdwijnt echter naarmate meisjes ouder worden, wat de hypothese 

bevestigt dat gezinsfactoren met name van invloed zijn op jonge(re) leeftijd.
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Concluderend kan worden gesteld dat de bevindingen in dit proefschrift bijdragen 

aan de kennis met betrekking tot disruptief gedrag bij meisjes en verklarende factoren 

daarin. Deze kennis is belangrijk omdat de ontwikkeling en implementatie van interventies 

gebaat is bij een gedegen wetenschappelijke onderbouwing. De onderhavige resultaten 

laten zien dat het belangrijk is om dynamische, interactionele processen te onderzoeken 

wanneer men poogt de ontwikkeling van disruptief gedrag te verklaren. ook het 

onderzoeken van meerdere factoren in meerdere domeinen tegelijkertijd is van belang. 

Het behoeft voorts aanbeveling om dit onderzoek longitudinaal te verrichten aangezien in 

de huidige resultaten meerdere malen naar voren is gekomen dat effecten veranderden of 

verdwenen naarmate de meisjes ouder werden.

Een gender-sensitief model voor disruptief gedrag bij meisjes

Het onderstaande figuur (gebaseerd op Bronfenbrenner, 1979; Loeber, Slot 

& Stouthamer-Loeber, 2008) is een visuele weergave van de hierboven beschreven 

resultaten. De binnenste cirkel omvat de individuele kenmerken van het meisje (zoals 

etnische afkomst, leeftijd en callous-unemotional features). De daaropvolgende cirkel 

representeert gezinsfactoren zoals gezinssamenstelling, sociaal-economische status en 

opvoedkenmerken. De buitenste cirkel representeert de buurt waarin het meisje opgroeit.

Andere cirkels betreffen de omgang met (deviante) leeftijdgenoten en schoolfactoren. 

Laatstgenoemde is echter niet onderzocht in het huidige proefschrift en is daardoor buiten 

beschouwing gelaten.

woonomgeving

gezin

individu

leeftijd-
genoten



s u m m a ry  I n  d u T c h

176

in de figuur worden bidirectionele effecten weergegeven middels tweezijdige pijlen. 

omdat de studies enig bewijs vonden voor een vertraagd effect van de omgang met 

leeftijdgenoten op relationele agressie, maar niet op symptomen van oDD (oppositioneel 

opstandige gedragsstoornis) en CD (gedragsstoornis), wordt dit effect middels een 

gestippelde pijl weergegeven. Voorts zijn in de figuur zowel de directe, als indirecte effecten 

van woonomgeving opgenomen.

Beperkingen van de studies

De studies in dit proefschrift kennen een aantal beperkingen dat in ogenschouw 

dient te worden genomen bij het interpreteren van de bevindingen. Ten eerste, de 

empirische studies onderzochten de gemiddelde ontwikkeling van disruptief gedrag en 

focusten niet op verschillende subgroepen van meisjes die mogelijk een verschillend 

verloop (en verschillende uitkomst) hebben. Toekomstig onderzoek zou erop gericht 

moeten zijn de ontwikkeling van disruptief gedrag bij verschillende groepen meisjes in kaart 

te brengen en verklarende factoren hierbij te onderzoeken. Ten tweede, de empirische 

studies maakten gebruik van informatie verzameld van leerkrachten, in tegenstelling tot 

studies waarbij soms ouders en/of kinderen zelf als informant fungeren. met name voor 

een covert probleemgedrag als relationele agressie heeft het de voorkeur leeftijdgenoten 

te ondervragen, omdat zij hiervan beter op de hoogte zijn en in sommige gevallen er 

zelf slachtoffer van zijn. Bij de bestudering van opvoedgedrag van ouders is het voorts 

wenselijk daar een observationele component aan toe te voegen; ouders rapporteren niet 

altijd wat zij doen en doen niet altijd wat zij zeggen te doen. De huidige bevindingen 

zouden derhalve gerepliceerd moeten worden middels gebruik van meerdere, en andere, 

informanten. Ten derde hebben studies in dit proefschrift betrekking op meisjes tot de 

leeftijd van 12 jaar. Het zou zeer interessant zijn deze meisjes langer te volgen (tot in 

en wellicht na de adolescentiefase) bijvoorbeeld om te bezien of de invloed van ouders 

en leeftjdgenoten verandert naarmate meisjes ouder worden. Ten vierde werd in de 

empirische studies gebruik gemaakt van een beperkt aantal factoren; het is goed mogelijk 

dat de ontwikkeling van disruptief gedrag wordt beinvloed door andere variabelen die niet 

in de analyses zijn opgenomen (zoals genetische en neurocognitieve factoren). Ten vijfde 

maakten de studies in dit proefschrift geen gebruik van een gemengde onderzoeksgroep 

met zowel meisjes als jongens; vergelijkend onderzoek is echter noodzakelijk om meer zicht 

te krijgen op de verschillen in prevalentie, verloop en verschijningsvorm tussen meisjes en 
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jongens. een beperking ten aanzien van de literatuurstudies in dit proefschrift betreft het 

gegeven dat er geen meta-analyses zijn uitgevoerd. een meta-analyse, waarin resultaten 

van afzonderlijke onderzoeken gezamenlijk worden geanalyseerd, vormt een belangrijke 

toevoeging aan de huidige stand van de wetenschap met betrekking tot disruptief gedrag 

bij meisjes. Tot slot dient opgemerkt te worden dat de huidige studies allen zijn gebaseerd 

op Amerikaanse gegevens waardoor enige voorzichtigheid is geboden bij generalisatie 

naar de nederlandse situatie. Gezien het feit dat er aanzienlijke verschillen bestaan tussen 

de nederlandse en de Amerikaanse situatie (bijvoorbeeld met betrekking tot politiek 

klimaat, kenmerken van allochtone minderheden, en de organisatie van hulpverlening 

aan jeugdigen), zijn nederlandse studies noodzakelijk om de huidige bevindingen voor de 

nederlandse situatie te bevestigen.   

 

implicaties voor de klinische praktijk 

Diagnostiek

De bevindingen in deze dissertatie laten zien dat de diagnostiek van disruptief gedrag 

bij meisjes verbeterd kan worden teneinde te voorkomen dat meisjes met disruptief gedrag 

niet (of laat) worden geïdentificeerd. om recht te doen aan de enigszins verschillende 

verschijningsvormen van disruptief gedrag bij meisjes in vergelijking tot jongens, zouden 

diagnostische instrumenten gender-sensitieve kenmerken kunnen gaan omvatten, zoals 

bijvoorbeeld relationele agressie. ook zouden callous-unemotional features bijvoorbeeld 

aan de CBCL (Child Behavior Check List; Achenbach, 1991) kunnen worden toegevoegd 

omdat onderzoek laat zien dat hiermee een belangrijke subgroep van jongens en meisjes 

wordt onderscheiden die een verhoogde kans hebben op ernstig en persistent disruptief 

gedrag. 

Preventie

De bevindingen in dit proefschrift hebben tevens hun waarde voor preventieve 

activiteiten; zij helpen in kaart brengen welke meisjes een verhoogd risico lopen op 

disruptief gedrag en alle negatieve consequenties daarmee samenhangend. Zo tonen de 

huidige bevindingen aan dat meisjes die opgroeien in een weinig liefdevolle thuissituatie 

een verhoogd risico lopen. Preventieprogramma’s gericht op het verbeteren van de 

pedagogische en affectieve vaardigheden van de ouders, zoals bijvoorbeeld Triple P 

(Positive Parenting Program; Sanders et al., 2005) kunnen mogelijk deze ontwikkeling 

kenteren. een andere groep meisjes op wie preventieprogramma’s zich zouden moeten 
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richten, zijn meisjes die opgroeien in een achterstandsbuurt. een preventieprogramma dat 

hiervoor in de Verenigde States is ontwikkeld betreft Communities That Care (CTC; Hawkins 

et al., 2008). Het nederlands Jeugdinstituut (voorheen niZW) heeft het Amerikaanse 

programma toepasbaar gemaakt voor de nederlandse situatie. Sinds 1999 kent nederland 

drie CtC-pilots: Amsterdam-noord, rotterdam oude noorden en Zwolle-Zuid. inmiddels 

zijn ook andere gemeenten met CtC aan de slag gegaan. Het Verwey-Jonker instituut 

heeft op verzoek van de ministeries van VWS en Justitie een proces- en effectevaluatie 

uitgevoerd naar CtC in vijf gemeenten (Opgroeien in veilige wijken. Communities that 

Care als instrument voor lokaal preventief jeugdbeleid, 2006).  

Interventie

onderzoek laat zien dat een gedeelte van de meisjes met disruptief gedrag geen 

hulp of te laat hulp ontvangt (Hipwell & Loeber, 2006). De studies in dit proefschrift 

hebben laten zien dat de transitie van de kindertijd naar de adolescentie een cruciale 

periode is wanneer het gaat om het tegengaan van (de verergering van) disruptief gedrag. 

idealiter zouden interventies dus starten of intensiveren in deze periode. De studies in dit 

proefschrift toonden ook aan dat ouders het belangrijkste instrument en aanknopingspunt 

zijn in de behandeling van (ontluikend) disruptief gedrag bij 7- tot 12-jarige meisjes. Het is 

dan ook cruciaal dat interventieprogramma’s oudertraining en/of systeemtherapeutische 

interventies omvatten. Tot slot laten de bevindingen in dit proefschrift zien dat 

(probleem)gedrag van meisjes wordt beïnvloed door de sociaal-economische status van de 

buurt waarin zij opgroeien. interventieprogramma’s zouden derhalve de woonomgeving 

in ogenschouw moeten nemen. een voorbeeld van een dergelijk interventieprogramma, 

dat tracht meerdere protectieve en risicofactoren in meerdere domeinen gelijktijdig te 

beïnvloeden, waaronder de woonomgeving, is mST (multisystemic Therapy; Henggeler 

et al., 1998). mST wordt ook in nederland aangeboden. De erkenningscommissie 

Gedragsinterventies Justitie heeft mST in oktober 2007 gekwalificeerd als ‘voorlopig 

erkend’. er vindt momenteel evaluatie-onderzoek plaats door de Universiteit Utrecht.   

momenteel bestaan er twee effectieve interventieprogramma’s die zich specifiek 

richten op het tegengaan van disruptief gedrag bij meisjes (Hipwell & Loeber, 2006). Deze 

programma’s richten zich in het bijzonder op het terugdringen van relationele agressie 

en het verbeteren van interpersoonlijke relaties. Deze interventieprogramma’s zijn: het 

earlscourt Girls Connection Program (SnAP Girls Connection: Pepler, Walsh & Levene, 

2004; Walsh, Pepler & Levene, 2002) en het multi-dimensional Treatment Foster Care 
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program (mTFC; Leve, Chamberlain & reid, 2005). Deze programma’s zijn ontwikkeld in 

respectievelijk Canada en de Verenigde Staten. 

mTFC is een intensief programma van zes tot twaalf maanden waarbij de jongere 

wordt geplaatst in een speciaal getraind en intensief begeleid opvoedgezin. Het programma 

is bedoeld voor meisjes (en jongens) van 12 tot 18 jaar. De erkenningscommissie 

Gedragsinterventies Justitie heeft mFTC in maart 2008 gekwalificeerd als ‘voorlopig 

erkend’; er is nog geen direct bewijs dat de effectiviteit van mTFC in nederland kan 

aantonen. er wordt momenteel door Pi research onderzoek gedaan naar de invoering en 

uitvoering van mTFC tijdens de pilot. 

SnAP Girls Connection omvat onder andere een wekelijkse meisjesgroep waarin 

wordt gewerkt aan vaardigheden zoals zelfcontrole, een wekelijkse oudertraining gericht 

op het verbeteren van de pedagogische en affectieve vaardigheden van de ouders en 

een moeder-dochter groep waarin wordt gewerkt aan het optimaliseren van de moeder-

dochter relatie en voorlichting wordt gegeven omtrent seksualiteit. Het programma richt 

zich specifiek op meisjes tot de leeftijd van 12 jaar. een dergelijk interventieprogramma is 

(nog) niet voorhanden in nederland.
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