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      2.1   Introduction 

 While there seems to be consensus that gangs are distinct from other groups, there 
is less agreement on the characteristics necessary or suffi cient to defi ne a gang. 
Despite decades of attention, policymakers, researchers, and law enforcement have 
not agreed on a universal defi nition of a “street gang” (Ball and Curry  1995 ; 
Esbensen et al.  2001 ; Klein  1969 ; Klein and Maxson  2006 ; Miller  1975  ) . A recent 
review of state policies by Barrows and Huff  (  2009  )  revealed that only two states 
used the same defi nition of a “gang member.” Gang researchers have long lamented 
that the lack of a consensus defi nition leads to overestimations, underestimations, 
and depictions of gangs that may not be comparable (Klein and Maxson  2006  ) . The 
implication of the defi nitional issue for law enforcement and policymakers is not 
trivial. It is not possible to identify and respond to gangs if one cannot identify 
gangs and gang members. 

 Social scientists have been putting forth gang defi nitions since the 1920s (Thrasher 
 1963  ) , but the discourse around defi nitions remains timely (Curry and Decker  1998 ; 
Esbensen et al.  2010 ; Klein  1971  ) . Scholars have assessed the degree to which 
changing defi nitional criteria affects the depiction of gang members (Esbensen et al. 
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 2001 ; Winfree et al.  1992  ) . Research suggests that as the gang defi nition changes, 
the qualities of the gang and gang members also shift. One study (Winfree et al. 
 1992  )  showed that an inclusive question like “Do you belong to a gang?” captures 
individuals at all levels of gang membership (i.e., wannabes, active members, and 
former gang members). A more restrictive defi nition of gangs, one that requires 
details or characteristics about the gang, yields more fringe or “wannabe” members. 
In contrast, a study by Esbensen et al.  (  2001  )  applied increasingly restrictive defi ni-
tions to a sample of youth. They began with a global measure of “have you ever been 
in a gang” and narrowed down to youth that reported being current, core members 
in more structured gangs. They found that as focus narrowed to more central gang 
members, the demographic characteristics of the group did not change, but the level 
of delinquency and risk factors increased signifi cantly. 

 It is often not possible to collect in-depth detail about an individual’s gang history 
or extensive characteristics about their gangs. Acquiring a response to a simple ques-
tion like “Are you a gang member?” may be an achievement. Alternatively, individu-
als may be willing to give extensive information on their peer group, but be reluctant 
to admit to being in a “gang.” The result of relying on one source of data as opposed 
to another has not been adequately examined despite the frequent use of variant 
methods of defi ning gang membership. The purpose of this chapter is to investigate 
the depiction of gang members that results from different defi nitions of gang mem-
bership. This research should help inform whether different methods of identifying 
gang members result in similar or dissimilar depictions of youth, and importantly, 
whether gangs can reliably be identifi ed without the use of the term “gang.” 

   2.1.1   Different Defi nitional Approaches 

 American gang researchers often use the self-nomination approach to identify gang 
members (e.g., “Have you ever been a gang member?” or “Are you currently a gang 
member?”) (Esbensen et al.  2001 ; Thornberry et al.  2003  ) . This method is both par-
simonious and straightforward. It does, however, hinge on each respondent’s unique 
perception of what constitutes a “gang member.” The notion of a “gang member” 
may evoke stereotypical images of necessary characteristics that may or may not be 
grounded in reality. Respondents may be reluctant to admit to being or considering 
themselves like those depictions. 

 Alternatively, some researchers have asked respondents if their friends are gang 
members (Melde et al.  2009 ; Melde and Esbensen  2011  ) . This approach removes 
the individual’s own personal investment (either stigma or posturing) and allows for 
a measure of a group dynamic. A gang is, after all, a group, and the dynamics asso-
ciated with such a delinquent entity is generally of central interest. This method, 
however, still relies on a respondent’s own gang defi nition and assumes that youth 
who associate with gangs are gang-involved. While prior research has shown that 
peer groups typically consist of a mix of prosocial and antisocial youth, the studies 
do not specifi cally examine gang youth (Elliott and Menard  1996 ; Haynie  2002 ; 
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Warr  1993  ) . The current study will provide a better understanding of whether youth 
who consider their group of friends to be a gang also report the same attitudes and 
behaviors as other gang youth. 

 Issues related to gang defi nitions further complicate the likelihood of cross-
national gang research. The word “gang” appears to be a concept with a shared 
understanding across the United States and in other English-speaking countries 
(though geographical, national, and cultural differences may infl uence results). The 
term “gang,” however, may not translate well (or at all) in other languages, even if 
groups that share similar characteristics to American gangs are present in the cul-
ture. The Eurogang defi nition was created in response to this issue (for a history see 
Sect.  1  in this volume and Klein et al.  2001  ) . The Eurogang defi nition defi nes and 
measures gang membership without using the term “gang.” Instead, the defi nition 
includes qualities believed to refl ect the central gang characteristics (i.e., factors that 
are necessary defi ners of a gang). 1  Earlier work utilizing this approach found predic-
tive and discriminant validity of the Eurogang approach (Esbensen et al.  2008a ; 
Weerman and Esbensen  2005  )  in both European and American samples. 

 These three approaches to defi ning gang membership (i.e., self-nomination, 
friends are gang, and Eurogang) have produced similar depictions of youth involved 
in gangs, but, to date, the effect of employing these different defi nitional criteria has 
not been adequately explored. Regardless of gang defi nition used, some behavioral 
characteristics have been consistently shown to distinguish gang members from 
non-gang youth. For example, gang members are more delinquent than non-gang 
youth (Esbensen and Winfree  1998 ; Miller  2001 ; Thornberry  1998  ) . Gang members 
are also more delinquent than non-gang youth with delinquent friends (e.g., Battin 
et al.  1998  ) . Gang-involved youth are also more likely to experience increased vic-
timization (Taylor et al.  2007  ) . In addition, these three defi nitional approaches have 
identifi ed gang members who score signifi cantly higher than non-gang youth on a 
variety of risk factors that have been theoretically and empirically associated with 
gang membership and delinquent offending, including commitment to negative 
peers (Burgess and Akers  1966 ; Sutherland  1947  ) , techniques of neutralization 
(Sykes and Matza  1957  ) , and parental monitoring (Klein and Maxson  2006  ) . To 
date, research has been restricted to studies utilizing one of these defi nitional 
approaches. In this chapter, we compare gang youth defi ned by the three approaches 
discussed above (1) the self-nomination approach (i.e., “Are you currently a gang 
member?”), (2) the friends are a gang method (i.e., “Do you consider your group of 
friends to be a gang?”), and (3) the Eurogang approach (i.e., the application of a set 
of criteria to determine whether the group is a gang). We explore similarities and 
differences associated with employing all three defi nitional standards to the same 
set of respondents. We will thereby be able to address the following questions:

    1.    Are gang members identifi ed by different gang defi nitions similarly or dissimi-
larly situated along behavioral and attitudinal dimensions believed to be associ-
ated with gang membership?  

    2.    Does each defi nition produce the same gang sample; that is, regardless of defi ni-
tion, do we identify the same youths as gang members?     
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 To address the questions posed above, we will compare the demographic 
 characteristics, risk factors associated with gang membership, and the behavioral 
responses of individuals in each of the three gang groups. We will also examine the 
extent to which these defi nitional approaches identify the same individuals and the 
extent to which there is overlap between and consistency across the three defi ni-
tional approaches.   

   2.2   Methods 

 Data for this study originate from the national evaluation of the Gang Resistance 
Education and Training (G.R.E.A.T.) program (Esbensen et al.  2011  ) . The 
G.R.E.A.T. program is a national school-based gang prevention program taught by 
local law enforcement to (primarily) middle school classrooms. The evaluation is a 
longitudinal, panel design study that followed a cohort of students in seven diverse 
cities across the United States for 5 years. 2  The seven cities are Albuquerque, New 
Mexico; Chicago, Illinois; a Dallas–Fort Worth area, Texas; Greeley, Colorado; 
Nashville, Tennessee; Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; and Portland, Oregon. 

   2.2.1   Sample Selection 

 School districts and police departments (that teach the G.R.E.A.T. program) in each 
of the seven cities agreed to be included in the evaluation. The process produced a 
fi nal sample of 31 schools and 195 classrooms, and 4,905 students during the 2006–
2007 school year. Sixth grade students were included from 26 schools; seventh 
grade students comprised the sample in the remaining fi ve schools. Classrooms in 
the participating schools were randomly assigned to receive or not receive the 
G.R.E.A.T. program. 

 Active parental consent was required for student participation (for a more detailed 
description of the active consent process, consult Esbensen et al.  2008b  ) . Overall, 
89.1% of youths ( N  = 4,372) returned a completed consent form, with 77.9% of 
parents/guardians ( N  = 3,820) allowing their child’s participation. 3   

   2.2.2   Methods 

 Students in this research completed a confi dential group-administered pretest ques-
tionnaire, a posttest survey after program administration, and annual follow-up sur-
veys. The completion rate for the 1-year follow-up was 87% and for the 2-year 
follow-up was 83%. In the current study, we rely primarily on data from Wave 4 (or 
the 2-year follow-up) but also draw on cross-sectional results from Wave 1 and 
Wave 3 (pretest and 1-year follow-up) when illustrative.  
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   2.2.3   Sample Characteristics 

 The fi rst column in Table  2.1  presents the characteristics of the analysis sample 
( n  = 3,162) at Wave 4. The demographic profi le of the Wave 4 sample did not differ 
substantively from the original Wave 1 sample ( N  = 3,820). The sample was equally 
male and female. The sample was racially/ethnically diverse, with Hispanic (39.7%), 
white (26.2%), and black (16.7%) youths accounting for nearly 83% of the sample. 
The remaining youth in the sample identifi ed as another race/ethnicity or bi/multira-
cial (“other”) at Wave 4. The average age of the sample was 13.5 years at this wave. It 
is important to keep in mind that age range is signifi cantly truncated because 26 of the 
31 schools delivered the G.R.E.A.T. program in sixth grade and the remaining schools 
in seventh grade. Over 44% of the sample reported living with both their mother and 
their father (i.e., “nuclear family structure”). A majority of the sample reported other 
living arrangements (e.g., single parent, step-parents present, with other relatives).   

   2.2.4   Measures 

 This study explores the relationship between demographic, attitudinal, and behav-
ioral measures across different defi nitions of gang membership. The means for all 
measures are reported for the full sample in the fi rst column of Table  2.1 . A descrip-
tion of each measure is detailed in this section. 

  Demographics.  Survey respondents were asked to indicate their sex, ethnicity/race 
(white, black, Hispanic/Latino, or other), and age. Youth who indicated that they 
lived with both their mother and father were coded as “nuclear family structure.” 
All other living structures were classifi ed as “non-nuclear.” 

  Behavior . Respondents’ survey indicated the frequency of their involvement in 14 
different types of delinquency in the previous 6 months. 4  The frequency of their 
involvement in these delinquent offenses was used to create a measure of “delin-
quency.” Respondents’ volumes (i.e., zero times, one to two times, about once a 
month, about once a week, or everyday in the previous 6 months) of their use of 
tobacco, alcohol, illegal drugs (marijuana or other illegal substances), and inhalants 
(i.e., paint, glue, or other things inhaled to get high) were used to create a measure 
of “substance use.” Youth also indicated the frequency of their “victimization” in 
the previous 6 months. 5     Youth were asked whether they spent time with their friends 
where no adults were present (yes or no) as a measure of time “unsupervised” with 
peers. Finally, they were asked if they spent time with their friends where drugs and 
alcohol are available (yes or no) as a measure of “drugs and alcohol present.” 

  Attitudes . The survey included attitudinal scales strongly linked to both gang mem-
bership and general delinquency. Each scale was created from items measured on a 
fi ve-point scale. Lower scores on each variable indicate less of the given measure 
(e.g., a lower score on the “anger” scale indicates less anger). “Parental monitoring” 
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was a 4-item scale measuring the extent of parental awareness of youth’s activities 
and location (Wave 4 alpha = .81). “Negative peer commitment” was created from 
three items measuring the likelihood the respondent would continue to hang out with 
their friends even if they were getting the respondent into trouble (alpha = .86). 
“Hitting neutralizations” was a 3-item scale that captured a respondent’s belief that 
physical violence is acceptable under certain circumstances (alpha = .88). Seven items 
captured the respondent’s “school commitment” (i.e., attitudes specifi c to aspects 
of the educational experience and general feelings about education) (alpha = .81). 
The level of respondent’s “guilt” for engaging in seven different delinquent offenses 
was measured on a 3-point response scale (alpha = .91). The fi nal attitudinal scale 
captured the respondent’s level and control over “anger” (4 items, alpha = .83). 

  Gang membership . Gang membership was measured in three ways. First, respon-
dents could “self-nominate” as a gang member by answering “yes” to the question 
“Are you now in a gang?” Second, the Eurogang approach captured youth that had 
a group of friends that fi t the following criteria (1) had 3 or more people, (2) with 
people mostly between the ages of 12 and 25, (3) that spends a lot of time in public 
places, (4) been in existence for more than 3 months, and (5) accepted and actually 
participated in illegal activity. Third, respondents were asked “Do you consider 
your group of friends to be a gang?” Respondents that answered affi rmatively were 
classifi ed as having “friends in gang.”   

   2.3   Results 

   2.3.1   Non-gang Members Versus Gang Members 

 Youth that fi t at least one of the three gang defi nitions were compared with youth 
that were not classifi ed as gang involved using any of the three defi nitions. At Wave 
4, 12.2% of the entire sample was classifi ed as gang involved according to at least 
one of the three gang defi nitions. There was a general increase in the proportion of 
gang members over time (Wave 1 = 9.5%, Wave 3 = 11.2%). 

 Demographic, behavioral, and attitudinal differences between the two groups of 
youth (i.e., any gang and not in gang) were compared using bivariate tests of asso-
ciation. For ease of presentation, the results from Wave 4 are presented in Table  2.1 , 
but similarities and differences across waves are discussed in the text. In general, the 
results across waves were similar. There were no signifi cant differences in sex or 
family structure between gang and non-gang youth at Wave 4. Sex differences were 
found at Waves 1 and 3 with males more likely than females to be gang involved in 
the earlier waves. At Wave 4, however, a near equal proportion of males were gang 
involved as females. Bivariate analysis also failed to show any signifi cant difference 
in the proportion of youth from two-parent households (i.e., “nuclear”) that were 
gang involved at Wave 4. The same pattern holds at Wave 3. At Wave 1, however, 
youth classifi ed as gang involved were signifi cantly less likely to report living with 
both their mother and father. 
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 There were signifi cant differences in the age and race/ethnicity of gang members 
and non-gang members at each wave. As stated above, data used in this analysis are 
from a longitudinal, panel design study in which youth were recruited during the 
early years of middle school. Therefore, the age range of the sample at each wave is 
restricted. Regardless, at each of the three waves, gang members were signifi cantly 
older than non-gang members (at Wave 4, gang = 13.73, non-gang = 13.48). With 
respect to the racial/ethnic composition of the gang and non-gang groups, there was 
considerable variation across waves. At Wave 1, there were no differences between 
the gang and non-gang youth for Hispanics (36.3% non-gang, 38.3% gang) or other 
youth (19.1% non-gang, 18.7% gang). More black youth were gang involved (16.8% 
non-gang, 28.4% gang group), while fewer white youth were gang members (27.8% 
non-gang, 14.4% of gang group). By Wave 3, the difference between the black gang 
and non-gang youth had diminished (16% non-gang, 21.1% gang), and by Wave 4, 
there was no difference among the black youth with regard to gang membership. For 
Hispanic youth, the proportion of gang members increased so that by Wave 4 
approximately 50% of the gang youth were classifi ed as Hispanic compared with 
38% of the non-gang youth. Across all waves of data, white youth were consistently 
less likely to be gang members, and youth of other race/ethnicities were equally 
represented in the gang and non-gang groups. 

 Gang and non-gang groups were compared across three dimensions of behavior. 
Consistent with prior research, gang members reported signifi cantly more delin-
quency, substance use, and victimizations at every wave than did the non-gang 
youth. Gang members at Wave 4 reported an average of 30.68 delinquent offenses 
as compared to 4.80 for non-gang members (see Table  2.1 ). The rate of substance 
use was seven times higher for gang members (7.49) than non-gang members (1.03). 
Gang members were also victimized more frequently (17.77) than non-gang mem-
bers (7.86) in the previous 6 months. 

 We also compared gang and non-gang youth across a variety of attitudinal and 
other behavioral dimensions. Gang membership was signifi cantly related to a num-
ber of risk factors. Gang members reported lower levels of parental monitoring, 
school commitment, and guilt than their non-gang counterparts and higher levels of 
commitment to negative peers, neutralizations toward hitting, self-reported anger, 
and time spent unsupervised with peers and where alcohol and drugs were present 
(see Table  2.1  for specifi cs). For example, 9% of non-gang youth reported spending 
time where alcohol and drugs were present as compared to 60% of gang-involved 
youth. Taken as a whole, these cross-sectional, bivariate results suggest that gang 
membership, as defi ned by any or all of the three defi nitions, is correlated with atti-
tudinal and behavioral differences.  

   2.3.2   Similarities and Differences by Gang Member Defi nition 

 We now turn to our main concern in this chapter, examination of whether the three 
different defi nitions of gang membership identify the same group of respondents and 
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the extent to which they exhibit similar risk factors and behaviors associated with 
gang membership. In the following sections, we compare the characteristics of youth, 
their attitudes, and their behaviors by defi nition to explore the validity of the three 
gang measures. As stated previously, 12.3% ( n  = 384) of the Wave 4 sample was gang 
involved using at least one of the three defi nitions. Some of these youth were cap-
tured under two or all of the defi nitions. The fi nal three columns of Table  2.1  present 
the prevalence of gang membership by defi nition at Wave 4. Examining each unique 
defi nition reveals that the Eurogang defi nition produced the most gang members 
(6.8% of sample,  n  = 215). Almost 5% of youth self-reported being a gang member 
(4.8%,  n  = 151), and 5.5% ( n  = 175) of youth reported their friends were in a gang. 
While the percent of gang members produced by each defi nition was consistently 
under 10%, the distribution of gang members varied by defi nition and wave. The 
proportion of youth that self-report gang membership was consistently around 5% at 
each wave (Wave 1 = 4.5%, Wave 3 = 5.2%, Wave 4 = 4.8%), although the same youth 
did not necessarily report gang membership from one wave to the next. The Eurogang 
defi nition produced more gang members with each subsequent wave (Wave 1 = 2.3%, 
Wave 3 = 5.1%, Wave 4 = 6.8%). The percent of youth that reported their friends were 
in a gang decreased at each wave (Wave 1 = 7.2%, Wave 3 = 6.7%, Wave 4 = 5.5%). 
From a policy perspective, these varying prevalence rates suggest that defi nition is 
important. The magnitude of the “gang problem” varies substantially by defi nition. 

 From a methodological standpoint, it is important to assess the degree to which 
these various operationalizations of gang members converge. Figure  2.1  illustrates 
the degree of concordance between the samples captured by the different defi nitions 
of gang membership. In total, 33% of youth identifi ed as gang by any defi nition are 
defi ned as gang members by more than one defi nition. Only 9% of youth in this 
sample fi t all three gang defi nitions. At Wave 4, the largest proportion of youth was 
defi ned solely by the Eurogang defi nition. The same general pattern of defi nitional 
overlap exists for the previous two waves, but at Wave 1, the largest proportion of 
youth was defi ned solely because their friends were gang members (40%). At Wave 

  Fig. 2.1    Overlap between 
gang member defi nition at 
Wave 4       
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3, the proportion of youth with no overlap in gang membership was more evenly 
distributed (only self-nominate = 16.0%, only Eurogang = 23.0%, and only friends 
are gang = 24.0%). Despite the fact that individuals defi ned as gang by any defi ni-
tion were signifi cantly different than non-gang members, Figure  2.1  shows that each 
defi nition captures different youth in the sample.  

 The remainder of this chapter explores whether the different subsets of youth 
defi ned by the three defi nitions are  substantively  different from each other. This will 
inform the validity of using any and all of the three approaches. As stated previ-
ously, there are a number of reasons that certain defi nitions may be advantageous 
under specifi c conditions. For example, cultural differences may make the use of the 
word “gang” problematic. Alternatively, individuals may believe that a signifi cant 
segment of their friends are gang members, but may be reluctant to consider them-
selves “like them” despite shared activities or attitudes. Regardless of the differ-
ences in reasons to use one method of gang identifi cation over the other, there is no 
a priori reason to believe that the gang members that are revealed should differ by 
defi nition. The following paragraphs examine demographics, attitudes, and behav-
iors by gang defi nition. Because youth could be included in multiple defi nitional 
categories, tests of differences were not conducted. This section includes a descrip-
tive overview of the proportion of youth in each category (see Table  2.1 ). 

 Approximately half the sample (50.9%) classifi ed as gang involved using any of 
the three defi nitions was male. Analysis by defi nition shows that the self-nomina-
tion approach (i.e., “I am a gang member”) yielded more males than either of the 
other two approaches, and the Eurogang defi nition produced more females. Across 
racial/ethnic dimensions, the self-nomination approach and the friends are gang 
approach produced a similar racial/ethnic distribution. The Eurogang defi nition pro-
duced twice as many white gang members as the other two defi nitions. About 12% 
of youth that self-nominated as a gang member were white compared with 9.3% of 
those that said their friends were gang members, and 20.7% of those identifi ed as 
gang members using the Eurogang defi nition. In contrast, the proportion of Eurogang 
youth that were black was about half that of the other two gang groups. 

 Across defi nitions, the average age of gang members across the three groups was 
similar. Youth defi ned as gang involved by the Eurogang defi nition were more likely 
to be from two-parent households than the other two groups. Almost half of the 
Eurogang youth were from nuclear families (49.3%) compared to those whose friends 
were in a gang (41.1%) and those who self-nominated as a gang member (37.1%). 

 But these observed differences may be heavily infl uenced by age of the partici-
pants and/or data collection wave. For example, the sex of gang members so classi-
fi ed using the Eurogang defi nition varies across waves. At Wave 1, 67.1% of 
Eurogang gang members were male, but at Wave 4, there were more female gang 
members using this defi nition. In contrast, the proportion of male gang members 
produced by the other two defi nitions remained relatively stable over time. For race/
ethnicity, the Eurogang defi nition always produced a smaller proportion of black 
gang members, but across all defi nitions, the proportion of black gang members 
decreased by wave. Conversely, the proportion of white gang members increased 
signifi cantly over time using the Eurogang defi nition.  
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   2.3.3   Behavior and Attitudes by Defi nition 

 Taken as a whole, youth that were classifi ed as gang-involved by any of the three 
defi nitional approaches were signifi cantly more delinquent (general delinquency 
and substance use) and more likely to be victimized than youth that were not gang 
involved. Recall that the average frequency of events in the past 6 months for non-
gang-involved youth was 4.80 delinquent offenses, 1.03 illegal substance use, and 
7.85 victimizations. Looking across each defi nition (see Table  2.1 ), gang members, 
however defi ned, are more delinquent and more likely to be victimized than non-
gang members. Youth who self-admit gang membership at Wave 4 reported a mean 
of 41 delinquent offenses in a 6-month period, and Eurogang and youth whose 
friends were in gangs had over 30 delinquent offenses during the same period (33.1 
and 32.5, respectively). Self-nominated gang members also reported the most vic-
timization, while Eurogang youth reported the highest mean of substance use. 

 By restricting this analysis to Wave 4 data, it appears that the self-nomination 
method produces the most highly delinquent type of “gang member.” Examining 
earlier waves, however, uncovers more complicated dynamics. At the earliest wave, 
the Eurogang defi nition produced the most delinquent group of gang-involved 
youth. Eurogang youth report an average of 34.4 delinquent acts as compared with 
the self-nomination youth who report 25.1 delinquent acts. The same pattern holds 
for substance use and victimization. At Wave 3, the Eurogang and self-nominated 
gang members report nearly identical rates of delinquency, substance use, and vic-
timization. It is important to keep in mind that these similarities in offending were 
found in spite of the modest overlap of youth that fall within these two categories. 
Youth whose friends were in gangs reported less troublesome behaviors than the 
other two gang groups. The differences were modest, and those with gang friends 
still engaged in signifi cantly more problem behaviors than the non-gang group. 

 Respondents were asked to indicate whether they spent peer time unsupervised 
and, if so, whether alcohol and drugs were present. A large proportion of gang youth 
spent peer time unsupervised (self-nominate = 86.4%, Eurogang = 94.0%, friends 
are gang = 82.2%). The proportion of youth that indicated they spent unsupervised 
time with alcohol and drugs present increased dramatically across all groups 
from Wave 1 to Wave 4. By Wave 4, over three quarters of Eurogang youth (76.3%) 
indicated they hung out unsupervised around alcohol and drugs. This is in contrast 
to 54.8% of self-admitted gang members and 52.7% of youth whose friends were 
in gangs. 

 A comparison of attitudinal risk factors associated with delinquency and/or gang 
membership is also presented in Table  2.1 . In general, the mean score for each gang 
group is roughly equivalent. With the exception of commitment to negative peers, 
the mean of every attitudinal measure differed minimally across each gang defi ni-
tion. Eurogang youth had stronger commitment to negative peers than the other two 
gang groups (gang = 3.0, Eurogang = 3.3, friends are gang = 3.0). This pattern was 
consistent across waves.  
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   2.3.4   Multivariate Logistic Regression Models 

 We used a series of multivariate logistic regressions to test which demographic, 
attitudinal, and behavioral measures signifi cantly distinguished gang members from 
non-gang members according to each defi nition. Because of the dependence of the 
subsamples, patterns of signifi cance across the three models, as opposed to direct 
comparisons, will be discussed. Odds ratios will be discussed when noteworthy for 
each model separately but are not appropriate or intended to be compared across 
models (Menard  2010  ) . Table  2.2  presents the results of multivariate logistic regres-
sions for each of the gang defi nitions (i.e., gang, Eurogang, friends are gang) and for 
youth that were defi ned as gang by any of the three defi nitions (i.e., any gang).  

 There were a number of consistent fi ndings across each type of gang member-
ship. For each defi nition, negative peer commitment, neutralizations for hitting, 
guilt, and unsupervised peer time spent where drugs and alcohol are available sig-
nifi cantly distinguished gang from non-gang members. The effects are in the expected 
direction. Youth who had a stronger commitment to negative peers, used more neu-
tralizations about violence, felt less guilty, and were more likely to spend time unsu-
pervised where drugs and alcohol are present were more likely to be classifi ed as a 
gang member, by any defi nition. For example, youth who spent peer time unsuper-
vised where drugs and alcohol are present increased their odds of being classifi ed as 
Eurogang by 763%. It is also noteworthy that these general trends were found at 
Wave 1 and Wave 3 for every defi nition of gang membership (not shown in table). 

 There were also defi nitional specifi c trends. Higher level of parental monitoring 
decreased the likelihood of self-nomination as a gang member, but not Eurogang 
membership or gang friends (see Table  2.2 ). This trend was consistent for the self-
nomination group across multiple waves of data. Increased level of anger was also 
correlated with self-nominated gang membership. Every unit of increase in the 
anger scale increased the odds of self-nominated gang membership by 30%. 

 Consistent with bivariate results, being female increased the likelihood of being 
a Eurogang member. The odds of Eurogang membership were 91% higher for 
females than males at Wave 4. Older youth were also more likely to be classifi ed as 
Eurogang. Youth who were less committed to school and who spent time unsuper-
vised were also signifi cantly more likely to be classifi ed as Eurogang. These results 
were not replicated in any of the other groups. This general pattern of results was 
not consistent for the Eurogang samples at Wave 1 and Wave 3 as previously sug-
gested by the bivariate analysis. 

 Black and Hispanic youth (as compared to white youth) were more likely to 
report their friends were in a gang. The odds of youth reporting their friends were in 
a gang increased 149% for black youth and 99% for Hispanic youth as compared to 
white youth (see Table  2.2 ). The greater likelihood of black youth reporting their 
friends as gang was consistent across all three waves of data. Signifi cant ethnic dif-
ferences between Hispanic and white youth were present only at Waves 3 and 4. 
Finally, while higher levels of anger distinguished both the self-nomination and 
friends as gangs groups, it did not signifi cantly distinguish the Eurogang group.   
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   2.4   Discussion 

 The purpose of this chapter was to explore the validity of different defi nitional 
approaches to identify gang members. We applied three defi nitions to the same 
diverse sample of youth in the United States. The use of any or all of the three defi -
nitions reveals a subsample of youth that are behaviorally and attitudinally distinct 
from non-gang youth. Youth defi ned as gang by any method have more risk factors 
previously shown to be correlated with gang membership and/or delinquency. They 
also report signifi cantly higher levels of problem behaviors. Gang members report 
mean levels of delinquency, for example, fi ve to six times the average of non-gang 
members. 

 The extent of defi nitional overlap, however, is far from perfect. In fact, less than 
10% of the sample of gang youth at Wave 4 was classifi ed as gang members by all 
three defi nitions. In other words, each defi nition captured a unique group of indi-
viduals. The majority of youth were only considered gang members by one defi ni-
tion. This result was stable across multiple waves of data. Further investigation 
showed that while different youth were captured by each defi nition, the attitudes 
and behaviors of all groups were relatively similar. Most of the strongest correlates 
associated with gang membership were common to all three defi nitions. Importantly, 
each defi nition of gang membership produced a subsample that was distinct from 
non-gang youth. 

 In short, each defi nition identifi es youth who express attitudes and report behav-
iors that are consistent with our understanding of and expectations for gang mem-
bers. Each defi nition, however, categorizes a different group of youth. The Eurogang 
defi nition at Wave 4, for example, captured a larger proportion of youth that are often 
underrepresented by other methods (at the same wave) and not stereotypically per-
ceived to be gang members. More females, white youth, and individuals from nuclear 
family structures were classifi ed as Eurogang than the other two defi nitions. 

 We conclude that there is utility and validity in each gang defi nition. Ideally, all 
three could be applied to the same sample to provide the fullest and most nuanced 
interpretation of gang youth. Each defi nition adds legitimacy to a claim that some-
one is a gang member. Self-admission is important and parsimonious, but some may 
be reluctant to admit such a stigmatizing status. Identifi cation with gang peers and 
a confi rmation of involvement in a group that exhibits gang-like features is a useful 
way to triangulate reality and increase confi dence in a determination of “gang 
involvement.” This research shows, however, that far fewer gang members will be 
defi ned by using this most restrictive defi nition. 

 Future research should further explore the qualities and conditions that lead 
youth to fall in different defi nitional categories. For example, do members from 
gangs with specifi c structures self-report as gang members, while members from 
other structures fall under Eurogang? From a policy and law enforcement perspec-
tive, it is important to ask what impact the willingness to self-nominate as a gang 
member has on the effectiveness of intervention. The Eurogang defi nition in the 
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United States does not require youth to adopt the gang identity and/or stigma. Are 
Eurogang-defi ned youth better targets for intervention? They exhibit similar prob-
lem behaviors and attitudes as self-nominated gang members,  but  there may be 
important differences in group identity and/or cohesion that affect their likelihood 
to self-nominate. Also, the Eurogang defi nition was created for use in contexts in 
which the word “gang” is unavailable or inappropriate. Therefore, the generaliz-
ability of these fi ndings to a broader international context should not be made with-
out further replication. Differences in prevalence or the picture of gangs in the 
countries that use only the Eurogang defi nition may look distinct from the American 
research that only uses the self-nomination. Additional research in English-speaking 
European countries would be an important contribution to the discussion of mea-
surement error and validity (Sharp et al.  2006  )    . 

 These fi ndings implicate an important policy issue. States have increasingly des-
ignated sentencing enhancements for crimes committed by individuals identifi ed as 
“gang members.” The method by which states have defi ned their gang members has 
varied (Barrows and Huff  2009  ) . Self-nomination is often used to legally label 
someone a gang member, but affi liation with gang members (i.e., friends are gang) 
and involvement in a group that fi t a specifi ed criterion (i.e., Eurogang like defi ni-
tion) are also commonly used (Barrows and Huff  2009  ) . In light of the reality of 
gang policies, these fi ndings can lead to two opposing, yet logical, recommenda-
tions. One could read these fi ndings as support for the notion that any of the three 
approaches are appropriate and valid methods to identify gang members (and apply 
gang enhancements). This is consistent with current policy and implicates a broad 
defi nition of gang membership. Alternatively, the demonstrated consensus across 
the three defi nitions may lead some to advocate for a more restrictive criterion for 
membership to diminish the possibility of widening the net of gang-involved youth 
and the serious consequences that follow. Given these fi ndings, we offer a policy 
recommendation. For prevention strategies, intended for a wide audience with mini-
mal consequences for a type II error, we recommend that a broad defi nition of gang 
membership be used (i.e., any of the three defi nitions). For intervention and sup-
pression strategies, specifi cally targeted to gang members, we recommend a focus 
on youth that fi t multiple defi nitions because of the serious consequences associated 
with making a type II error.  

     Notes    

  1.  The Eurogang approach defi nes a street gang as “any durable, street-oriented youth group 
whose involvement in illegal activity is part of its group identity” (Weerman et al.  2009  ) . 

  2.  Sites were selected based on three criteria (1) existence of an established G.R.E.A.T. program, 
(2) geographic and demographic diversity, and (3) evidence of gang activity. Other consider-
ations included length of time the program had been in operation, number of G.R.E.A.T. trained 
offi cers, number of schools in which the program was offered, and the components of the pro-
gram implemented. 
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  3.  It should be noted that while Esbensen et al. (2008) reported a 79% consent rate, the addition 
of two schools to the evaluation after the publication of that article resulted in the 78% overall 
consent rate reported here. 

  4.  Respondents were asked about their involvement in the following delinquent activities: skipped 
classes without an excuse, lied about age to get into some place or buy something, avoided pay-
ing for things, purposely damaged or destroyed others’ property, carried a hidden weapon for 
protection, illegally spray painted a structure, attempted or stole something worth less than $50, 
attempted or stole something worth more than $50, attempted or gone into a building to steal 
something, hit someone, attacked someone with a weapon, used a weapon or force to get some-
thing from someone, been involved in gang fi ghts, and sold marijuana or other illegal drugs. 

  5.  Youth were asked if and how often they were attacked or threatened on their way to or from 
school, had their things stolen at school, been attacked or threatened at school, had mean 
rumors or lies spread about them at school, had sexual comments or gestures made at school, 
been made fun of at school, been bullied at school, been hit, had a weapon or force used to get 
their money or property, been seriously attacked or with a weapon, and had things stolen.      
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