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Abstract 

Purpose.  Using social dominance theory, the primary aim of this study was to examine the 

attitudes and beliefs that reinforce status hierarchies and facilitate aggressive behavior within 

and between gangs. The aim was also to determine whether these socio-cognitive processes 

distinguished gang-involved youth from non-gang offenders in a custodial setting. 

 

Methods.  Gang-involved youth and non-gang offenders were recruited from a Young 

Offender Institution (YOI) located in the United Kingdom. Questionnaires assessing 

psychological (i.e., moral disengagement strategies, anti-authority attitudes, 

hypermasculinity, and social dominance orientation) and behavioral (i.e., group crime) 

characteristics were administered individually. We hypothesized that gang-involved youth 

would be affiliated with groups who engaged in more criminal activity than non-gang 

offenders, and that they would report higher levels of endorsements than non-gang youth 

across all of the psychological measures. 

 

Results.  We found that gang-involved youth were affiliated with groups who engage in more 

crimes than non-gang offenders. We also found that social dominance orientation was an 

important factor related to gang involvement along with measures assessing group-based 

hierarchies such as hypermasculinity, anti-authority attitudes, and the moral disengagement 

strategies displacement of responsibility, dehumanization, and euphemistic labelling. 

 

Conclusions.  These findings fit within a social dominance theoretical framework as they 

highlight key psychological factors that feed into perceived status-driven hierarchies that 

distinguish gang members from other types of offenders. These factors could be key to 

developments in treatment provision within custodial settings. 
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Psychological and Behavioral Characteristics That Distinguish Street Gang Members in 

Custody 

Gang members are responsible for a high volume and wide range of offending, 

especially violent offending (e.g., Klein & Maxson, 2006). The literature also supports that 

incarcerated gang members are also more likely than non-gang offenders to engage in 

misconduct and aggressive behavior within prison establishments (Drury & DeLisi, 2011; 

Scott, 2014). Findings such as these are not limited to the North American context. Similar 

findings have been documented in Europe (Gatti, Haymoz, & Schadee, 2011; Klein 

Weerman, & Thornberry, 2006), Asia (Chu, Daffern, Thomas, & Lim, 2012; Pyrooz & 

Decker, 2013) and Australia (White, 2006). But this research has only recently emerged in 

comparison to the US-based literature. More international research is needed in this area to 

fully grasp why young people join gangs, which factors should be targeted to facilitate 

desistance and rehabilitation, and whether these factors transcend national boundaries.  

What we find in the literature is that the reasons why young people join gangs are 

varied, and some would argue that “the street gang culture is something young people have 

created themselves for themselves” (Shropshire & McFarquhar, 2002, p. 3). This culture has 

manifested from a variety of social and contextual factors such as neighborhood, family, 

school and peer influences (Alleyne & Wood, 2014). Further to the environmental and 

individual factors related to gang involvement, Short and Strodtbeck (1965) argued that 

group norms and group processes not only attract youth to join street gangs, but also sustain 

and maintain gang membership. Yet until recently, the inter- and intra-group processes well 

established in the social psychological literature have not been examined within the context 

of street gangs (Wood & Alleyne, 2012). So the purpose of the current study was to examine 

the extent to which group-based attitudes and beliefs associated with aggressive and violent 

behavior (i.e., social dominance orientation, hypermasculine values, anti-authority attitudes 
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and moral disengagement) were prevalent in gang-involved youth and whether these socio-

cognitive processes distinguish gang-involved youth from non-gang offenders in a Young 

Offenders Institution (YOI). 

 

Theoretical Framework 

Psychological theory has been used to explain the group processes that encourage 

young people to join or form groups; so far to argue that young people join groups to 

alleviate role and identity confusion experienced during adolescent development (Vigil, 

1988). Evidence suggests young people join or form groups with peers who share attitudes 

and beliefs that feed into prototypical behavior, thus the perceived support they receive when 

engaging in such behavior (e.g., gang-related crime) reinforces the shared attitudes in a form 

of reciprocity (Viki & Abrams, 2013).  

Theoretical advances on group formation have also helped in explaining the dynamics 

behind group formation and also the structural and instrumental purpose driving group 

conformity and cohesion. For example, some literature supports that intergroup competitive 

and discriminatory behavior can be provoked by the mere awareness of the presence of an 

outgroup (i.e., social identity theory; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). Social identity theory was 

further expanded upon by incorporating a fundamental motivating principle such as status. It 

can be argued that everyday society is structured around group-based structural hierarchies 

(e.g., race, gender, class, etc.), and in each instance there is a perceived (and/or actual) 

dominant, high-status group and a subordinate, low-status group (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). 

Sidanius and Pratto (1999) conceptualized social dominance theory to explain why and how 

individuals behave in a way that enhances, or at least reinforces, their place (and the place of 

their group) within an overarching social hierarchy. They argued that many hierarchies can be 

socially and arbitrarily constructed in response to the situational context (e.g., street gangs 
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can be considered a response to marginalization – Hagedorn, 2005). Therefore, our social 

dominance orientation (i.e., the degree to which we endorse hierarchical distinctions) may 

influence our behavior via our motivation to achieve and maintain a high status (Sidanius & 

Pratto, 1999). If this is the case, this could result in a binary intergroup competitive and 

discriminating ideology (e.g., ‘us’ vs ‘them’). 

There is some evidence from the gang literature that supports social dominance 

theory. For example, we know for some youth that the temptation to join gangs is because 

gangs offer the potential to gain respect and status (Alleyne & Wood, 2010; Anderson, 1999; 

Klein & Maxson, 2006). This in itself suggests a status hierarchy that gang members endorse, 

perhaps demonstrating a social dominance orientation. Theoretically-speaking, this 

orientation would be dependent on several distal (e.g., education, peers, neighborhood, 

family, etc.) and proximal (e.g., legitimizing myths such as hypermasculine values, moral 

disengagement, etc.) factors. These proximal factors shed a unique light on the individual 

differences between youth who join gangs and those who do not join gangs and these 

differences seem to have eluded the gang literature until very recently (Wood & Alleyne, 

2010).  

There are gender-based asymmetries exemplified in the literature whereby male gang 

members dominate the activities of the gang. Arguably, preconceived gender roles can 

manifest in attitudes and beliefs (i.e., legitimizing myths) regarding what is masculine; for 

example, “if one is not a real man, one is diminished as a person” (Anderson, 1999, p. 91). 

Research supports a link between hypermasculinity and aggressive behavior generally 

(Archer, 2010; Hannan & Burkhart, 1993) and in gang members specifically (Lopez & 

Emmer, 2002). In other words, the notion of hypermasculinity encompasses the asymmetrical 

gender-based hierarchy outlined in social dominance theory and its manifestation (i.e., 

interpersonal violence, pursuit of status, social dominance and devaluation of female roles; 
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Burk, Burkhart, & Sikorski, 2004) is characteristic of male gang members (Lopez & Emmer, 

2002). 

Group-based hierarchies can also be perceived between young people and figures of 

authority. Past research has highlighted the ‘chicken and egg’ debate regarding the nature of 

the relationship between young people and authority. For example, research findings indicate 

that gang members endorse more anti-authority attitudes than their non-gang counterparts 

(Alleyne & Wood, 2010; Kakar, 2005; Lurigio, Flexon, & Greenleaf, 2008). This has been 

attributed to the nature of their gang identities. That is, gang membership comes with 

common attitudes and beliefs such as anti-authority attitudes regardless of actual contact with 

authority (Khoo & Oakes, 2000). On the other hand, research findings have also indicated 

that negative and persistent contact with authority (possibly due to gang members engaging 

in illegal activity) reinforces gang identities (McAra & McVie, 2005; Ralphs, Medina, & 

Aldridge, 2009). These findings suggest a reciprocal relationship that denotes a status 

hierarchy. 

Finally, specific socio-cognitive processes are needed to enable and sustain 

hierarchical distinctions and reinforce the motivation to achieve the higher status. For 

example, gang youth who commit criminal activities would arguably still be aware of the 

legal boundaries they are crossing but by using specific socio-cognitive processes they are 

able to re-frame their socialized moral standards to support their illegal conduct. 

Criminologists describe a process by which gang members neutralize the perceived negative 

consequences of their illegal/criminal behavior (e.g. Esbensen & Weerman, 2005; Melde & 

Esbensen, 2011) rendering them guilt-free (Esbensen, Peterson, Taylor, & Freng, 2009), by 

employing neutralization techniques (Sykes & Matza, 1957). Bandura and colleagues (1996) 

re-conceptualized these techniques in the form of moral disengagement – the “cognitive 
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restructuring of inhumane conduct into benign or worth behavior” (Bandura, 2002, p. 101) – 

and found a link between moral disengagement and violent behavior.  

Past research has found that gang members are more likely to endorse specific moral 

disengagement strategies, more so than their non-gang counterparts (Alleyne & Wood, 2010). 

Research has also offered some evidence to support that within prison establishments prison 

inmates who engage in bullying are likely to morally disengage (South & Wood, 2006; 

Wood, Moir, & James, 2009), and more specifically, this was found in gang-involved prison 

inmates (Wood et al., 2009). This implies that moral disengagement has an integral role in 

group processes. Since youth crime is typically conducted in groups, it can be argued that 

group members encourage each other to morally disengage (Hakkert, van Wijk, Ferweda, & 

Eijken, 2001), perhaps in the form of shared attitudes and beliefs (Akers, 1997). The 

literature also suggests that gangs provide an environment that fosters delinquency and 

violence through a process of facilitation (Hall, Thornberry, & Lizotte, 2006; Lopez & 

Emmer, 2002), creating yet another opportunity for group-based attitudes and processes to 

flourish. 

 

Our Study 

  The current literature is scant on the psychological processes underlying gang 

involvement (Wood & Alleyne, 2010). This study compared gang youth with non-gang youth 

on attitudes and beliefs associated with aggressive and violent behavior that reinforce status 

hierarchies within and between gangs. Although we presented some evidence from the 

existing literature that supports social dominance theory, this theory has not been empirically 

tested in the street gang context. To remedy this neglect this theory provided the basis for this 

study as it encompasses the intricacies of group process within the driving force of status 

acquisition.   
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This study was conducted in a UK Young Offenders Institution (YOI), so 

comparisons were made between gang-involved offenders (i.e., offenders who were members 

of a street gang prior to their custodial sentence) and offenders who were not affiliated with 

street gangs but other types of potentially criminal groups, of which there are many (Klein & 

Maxson, 2006; Sullivan, 2006). This study also had a secondary purpose – to evaluate 

differences amongst varying methods of identifying gang members. This is particularly 

important if gang members are to be targeted in custodial settings for specialist programmes. 

Based on previous findings and social dominance theory, we expected that gang members 

would be affiliated with groups who engaged in more criminal activity than non-gang 

offenders, and gang members would report higher levels of social dominance orientation, 

hypermasculine values, anti-authority attitudes and moral disengagement than non-gang 

offenders. 

 

Method 

Participants 

 Participants were recruited from a male young offender institution (YOI) by a 

research assistant (N = 188). The YOI, located in the UK, cares for approximately 400 

juveniles between the ages of 16 and 18 years old. This YOI serves sentencing courts in 

many of the urban metropolitan cities (such as London, Birmingham, Bristol, etc.) and, 

therefore, houses young offenders from gang-affected communities. The mean age of the 

sample recruited was 16.88 (SD = .57, range = 16-18). The majority of participants indicated 

that they were White UK/Irish (58%), and the remaining participants indicated that they were 

Black/Black British (24%), Asian (5%), Mixed Ethnicity (12%), and Other (1%). Since the 

majority of participants indicated that they were White UK/Irish, the sample was split into 

White (58%) and Non-white (42%) for analyses purposes below. The mean sentence length 
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in months reported by the participants was 27.24 (SD = 39.73, range = 0-300; see Table 1). 

Participants who reported a sentence length of 0 were on remand pending the outcome of 

their criminal trial. 

Insert Table 1 about here 

 

Measures 

The Youth Survey: Eurogang Program of Research (Weerman et al., 2009). This 

is a comprehensive instrument consisting of 89 items including information on demographic 

characteristics. Since this measure was originally designed to be administered in schools, an 

additional item was added asking respondents to indicate the length of their custodial 

sentence. This instrument is also designed to identify those who do and do not belong to a 

gang, according to the Eurogang definition and contains further measures on antisocial 

behavior, risk and protective factors. 

 Gang Membership. Due to previous definitional debates in the literature (e.g., Klein 

& Maxson, 2006; Matsuda, Esbensen, & Carson, 2012) and the nature of this study’s sample, 

gang membership was explored using varying methods of identification. Employing the 

Eurogang method, group affiliations were first assessed with the following item: “In addition 

to any such formal groups, some people have a certain group of friends that they spend time 

with, doing things together or just hanging out. Do you have a group of friends like that?” 

Participants who responded “yes” were then asked questions assessing gang membership. 

According to the Eurogang definition the following four components were measured: (1) 

youthfulness – all members of the group were under the age of 25; (2) durability – the group 

had been together for more than three months; (3) street-orientation – responding “yes” to the 

item “Does this group spend a lot of time together in public places like the park, the street, 

shopping areas, or the neighborhood?”; (4) group criminality as an integral part of the group 
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identity – responding “yes” to the items “Is doing illegal things accepted by or okay for your 

group?” and “Do people in your group actually do illegal things together?”. If participants 

met these criteria they were identified according to the Eurogang definition.  

The self-nomination method was also employed where participants responded ‘yes’ to 

the item “Do you consider your group of friends to be a gang?” And finally, a third category 

of gang membership was characterized by participants who met all four criteria of the 

Eurogang definition and responded ‘yes’ to the self-nomination item. We acknowledge the 

issues that may arise when explicitly using the term ‘gang’ in research (see Esbensen, 

Winfree, He, & Taylor, 2001; Esbensen & Maxson, 2012, for review of literature), however, 

examining the self-identification method was particularly useful in this study in 

distinguishing gang members from offenders who claim membership to other types of 

antisocial groups. 

 Group Crime. Fourteen items were used to assess the extent participants’ groups were 

involved in crime. Using a four-point Likert-type scale (ranging from ‘never’ to ‘often’), they 

were asked how often their group committed a range of offences. Examples include: ‘threaten 

people,’ ‘illegal drug use,’ ‘destroy property,’ and ‘physical assault.’ Scores could range from 

14 to 56 with higher scores on this scale indicating higher involvement in crime. This scale 

has previously demonstrated high internal consistency (e.g., Alleyne & Wood, 2013; α = .89), 

and this has been further substantiated in the current study (α = .91). 

  

Mechanisms of Moral Disengagement Scale (Bandura, Barbarnelli, Carpara, & 

Pastorelli, 1996). Bandura et al.’s (1996) scale consists of 32 items assessing participants’ 

endorsements of moral disengagement strategies. Participants responded on a five-point 

Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). The scale is further 

broken down into eight subscales (consisting of four items each) for each of the moral 
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disengagement strategies. Examples of items include: “It is alright to beat up someone who 

bad mouths your family” (moral justification); “Slapping and shoving someone is just joking 

around” (euphemistic labelling); “Damaging some property is no big deal when you consider 

that others are beating people up” (advantageous comparison); “If kids are not disciplined 

they should not be blamed for misbehaving” (displacement of responsibility); “A person who 

only suggests breaking rules should not be blamed if others go ahead and do it” (diffusion of 

responsibility); “Teasing someone doesn’t really hurt them” (distorting consequences); “If 

people are careless where they leave their things it is their own fault if they get stolen” 

“attribution of blame”; and “Someone who is horrible does not deserve to be treated like a 

human being” (dehumanization of victims). The range of scores for the overall scale is 32 to 

224 and the range for each subscale is 4 to 28. Higher responses on this scale (and its 

subscales) indicates a proneness to employ moral disengagement strategies. Bandura and 

colleagues (1996) reported the alpha coefficient for the composite measure to be .82. We 

found a similarly high reliability coefficient (α = .87). 

 

The Hypermasculine Values Questionnaire-Short Version (Archer, 2010). 

Archer’s (2010) 16-item scale measures hypermasculine attitudes and values. Participants 

responded on a seven-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 

(strongly agree) whereby higher scores indicated higher endorsements of hypermasculine 

values. Participants’ scores could range from 16 to 112. Examples of items include: “Men 

who take part in yoga or ballet deserve to be ridiculed” and “Real men don’t back away from 

barroom confrontations”. Archer’s (2010) original study reported a high internal consistency 

(α = .91) but the scale’s alpha coefficient in our study indicated a poor internal consistency (α 

= .59). 
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The Social Dominance Orientation Scale (Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). Sidanius and 

Pratto’s (1999) measure assesses the extent to which respondents endorse hierarchical 

attitudes between groups. The scale consists of 16 items where participants responded on a 

seven-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). 

Participants’ responses could range from 16 to 112. Examples include: “Some groups of 

people are simply inferior to other groups” and “To get ahead in life, it is sometimes 

necessary to step on other groups”. Previous studies that have used this scale reported high 

reliability coefficients (e.g., >.89 – Henry, Sidanius, Levin, & Pratto, 2005; >.81 – Pratto, 

Liu, Levin, Sidanius, Shih, Bachrach, & Hegarty, 2000), and similarly, the scale 

demonstrated high internal consistency in our study (α = .81). 

 

The Attitude Toward Formal Authority Scale (Reicher & Emler, 1985). Reicher 

and Emler’s (1985) 17 item scale assesses participants’ attitudes toward authority figures 

(e.g., teachers, police, etc.). Participants responded on a seven-point Likert-type scale ranging 

from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree) whereby higher scores indicated a more 

negative attitude towards authority (range 17-119). Example items include: “A lot of teachers 

care more about an easy life than about what happens to their pupils” and “The police pick on 

me and give me a bad time”. Reicher and Emler (1985) reported an alpha score of .93 for 

their original scale. We found the measure to be a fairly reliable scale as well (α = .79). 

 

Procedure 

 Prior to data collection, the study was approved by the School of Psychology’s Ethics 

Committee. All available young offenders who met the inclusion criterion (i.e., 16 years and 

older) were asked by a research assistant to participate in this study. Participants were met by 

a research assistant individually in a private room where the purpose of the study and 
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procedure were explained and an information sheet was given to them (or read to them if 

requested). Participants were instructed that the questionnaires evaluated the nature of their 

friendship groups. All participants were informed that participation was voluntary which 

meant they could leave the study at any time without penalty. Participants were informed that 

their responses were confidential. They were also informed that their responses would have a 

code, which would be given to them on their debrief sheet so that if they chose to withdraw, 

their data could be identified and destroyed. Following this briefing, participants were given 

the opportunity to leave the study if they wished to do so. Questionnaires were administered 

individually with a research assistant present to provide help if needed. Questionnaires took 

approximately 60 minutes to complete, after which participants were debriefed verbally and 

provided with a debriefing sheet which reiterated the purpose of the study, provided 

information on how to withdraw their data if they chose to do so, and offered the researchers’ 

contact details should they have further questions. 

 

Results 

 Data were entered into SPSS 20 where analyses were conducted using a p < .05 level 

of significance. 

 

Membership 

 Participants were split into four groups based on the gang membership criteria 

described above. Of the 188 participants recruited for the current study, 73 (39%) were 

identified as non-gang youth who did not meet any of the criteria; 31 (17%) were self-

identified gang members but did not meet the Eurogang criteria; 61 (32%) were gang 

members who met the Eurogang criteria but did not self-identify; and 23 (12%) were self-

identified gang members who met the Eurogang criteria. Given the lack of prison-based gang 
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research in the UK, comparisons on gang prevalence are limited. The proportion of gang 

members identified in this sample is the highest reported in the UK (e.g., school-based 

sample, 7% current membership, Alleyne & Wood, 2010; arrestee sample, 4-11% current and 

past membership, Bennett & Holloway, 2004). Since this sample was recruited from a YOI, 

the higher prevalence was expected due to the younger age demographic and their 

convictions for criminal behavior. 

 

Demographic Characteristics 

 Using a oneway ANOVA, we found no significant differences between the four 

groups on age (F(3,184) = .05, p = .985, η
2
 = .0008) and sentence length (F(3,183) = 1.18, p 

= .319, η
2
 = .02). We also found no significant differences between the four groups on 

ethnicity (χ
2
 (12, N = 188) = 6.99, p = .858, Cramer’s V = .11). See Table 1 for means and 

frequencies. 

 

Reasons for Joining the Street Gang 

 The Eurogang Youth Survey (Weerman et al., 2009) contains items asking 

participants to indicate the reasons for joining their chosen group (either gang or non-gang). 

We conducted chi-square inferential tests to see whether there were significant differences 

between groups on their endorsed reasons for joining their group (arguably their street gang). 

There were significant differences for the following reasons: to prepare for the future, for 

protection, to get away with illegal activities, to participate in group activities, to claim a 

specific territory, to get money or other possessions, to get money from selling drugs, and a 

friend belonged to the group. For all of these reasons the self-identified gang members fitting 

the Eurogang criteria had the highest proportion of endorsements with the exception of 

joining because a friend belonged (self-identified gang members not fitting the Eurogang 
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criteria had the highest proportion). The non-gang youth had the lowest proportion of 

endorsements except for the reason ‘to participate in group activities’ where gang members 

fitting the Eurogang criteria had the lowest proportion (see Table 2 for frequencies and chi-

square statistics).  

Insert Table 2 about here 

 

Group Crimes 

 We conducted a oneway ANOVA to see whether each type of group crime varied as a 

function of group membership. There were significant differences for all of the group crimes 

except for graffiti and illegal alcohol use (see Table 3 for means, standard deviations, and 

ANOVA statistics). Follow-up tests were conducted to evaluate the nature of the differences 

between groups. Non-gang youth had the lowest mean scores for all of the group crimes. The 

Bonferroni post hoc analysis showed that the self-identified gang members not fitting the 

Eurogang criteria scored significantly higher than non-gang youth on threatening people, 

fighting, theft, selling protection, robbery, selling drugs, carrying weapons, destroying 

property, physical assault, and breaking and entering. The gang members fitting the Eurogang 

criteria scored significantly higher than non-gang youth on threatening people, fighting, and 

theft. Finally, the self-identified gang members who also fit the Eurogang criteria group 

scored significantly higher than non-gang youth on threatening people, fighting, robbery, 

selling drugs, carrying weapons, and physical assault. The post hoc analysis did not reveal the 

group differences for stealing cars and illegal drug use although there was an overall 

significant effect. 

Insert Table 3 about here 

 

Psychological and Behavioral Characteristics 
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 We conducted a MANOVA to compare the groups on psychological (i.e., eight moral 

disengagement strategies, anti-authority attitudes, hypermasculinity, and social dominance 

orientation) and behavioral (i.e., group crime) measures (see Table 4 for means, standard 

deviations, and MANOVA statistics). Given the unequal ns across the four groups, we first 

checked the homogeneity of covariance matrices and found that they were indeed 

homogeneous (p = .604) ensuring that our assessment of power would be accurate. The 

MANOVA revealed an overall significant effect, F(36,512) = 2.09, p < .001; Pillai’s Trace = 

.298; ηp
2
 = .13. When examining the univariate tests we found significant differences for 

euphemistic labelling, displacement of responsibility, dehumanization, anti-authority 

attitudes, hypermasculinity, social dominance orientation, and group crime. The Bonferroni 

post hoc analysis revealed a much more complex pattern of responding. The self-identified 

gang members scored significantly higher than non-gang youth on two measures, social 

dominance orientation and group crime. The gang members fitting the Eurogang criteria (but 

not self-identified) scored significantly lower than the self-identified gang members fitting 

the Eurogang criteria group on euphemistic labelling and displacement of responsibility, and 

they scored significantly lower than the self-identified gang members not fitting the Eurogang 

definition on group crime. Finally, the self-identified gang members fitting the Eurogang 

criteria scored significantly higher than non-gang youth on euphemistic labelling, 

displacement of responsibility, hypermasculinity, and group crime. The post hoc analysis did 

not reveal group differences for dehumanization and anti-authority attitudes. 

Insert Table 4 about here 

 

Additional Analyses 

 We also conducted a discriminant function analysis to determine which of the 

variables listed above best discriminated the four groups. Three discriminant functions were 
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calculated. The first function explained 65.3% of the variance (canonical R
2
 = .23), the 

second function explained 19.7% of the variance (canonical R
2
 = .08), and the third function 

explained 15.0% of the variance (canonical R
2
 = .06). The first function, a combination of all 

three, was significant in differentiating the four groups, Λ = .67, χ
2
 (36) = 72.54, p < .001. 

Neither of the remaining functions were significant (Λ = .86, χ
2
 (22) = 26.72, p = .222 and Λ 

= .94, χ
2
 (10) = 11.61, p = .312, respectively). In descending order of correlations with the 

discriminant function, group crime, social dominance orientation, displacement of 

responsibility, anti-authority attitudes, dehumanization, hypermasculinity, and euphemistic 

labelling were the best predictors of gang membership. See table 5 for discriminant function 

coefficients. Overall the discriminant function successfully classified 47% of cases. 

Insert Table 5 about here 

 

Discussion 

 The purpose of the current study was to use social dominance theory as an organizing 

concept to determine the psychological processes that could distinguish, at least in part, gang-

involved youth from a control group of non-gang offenders. We argued that street gang 

members were more likely than non-gang offenders to be affiliated with groups who commit 

more crime. It was also argued that group-based attitudes and beliefs such as social 

dominance orientation, hypermasculine values, moral disengagement, and anti-authority 

attitudes would be inherent in gang-involved youth and that these factors would distinguish 

gang-involved youth from non-gang youth in a YOI sample. We also explored differences 

amongst varying methods of identifying gang members. We found that participants in “gang” 

groups reported being affiliated with groups who engage in a variety of crimes more so than 

non-gang youth. We also found that group crime, social dominance orientation, anti-authority 

attitudes, hypermasculinity, and the moral disengagement strategies euphemistic labelling, 
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displacement of responsibility, and dehumanization were important variables in 

distinguishing group membership. 

First, we found that the reasons for joining a group endorsed more by gang-involved 

youth than non-gang offenders were: to prepare for the future, for protection, to get away 

with illegal activities, to claim a specific territory, to get money or other possessions, to get 

money from selling drugs, and a friend belonged to the group. The self-identified gang 

members fitting the Eurogang definition had the highest proportion of endorsements bar one 

reason, joining because a friend belonged (self-identified gang members not fitting the 

Eurogang criteria had the highest proportion). These reasons for joining a group, according to 

social dominance theory, demonstrate a process of implementing a status hierarchy. For 

example, youth who become involved in gangs may be those who perceive more threat from 

others (Decker, 1996; Decker & Van Winkle, 1996). Also, it is not surprising that these 

young people join gangs where they already know members of the gang. This supports the 

process of identifying with the ingroup whereby the determinants of social identity within a 

framework of a group include: ingroup-outgroup distinctions (e.g., favoritism vs. 

discrimination), shared attitudes, values, and beliefs (Goldstein, 2002). The identification 

with an ingroup in conjunction with the motivation to acquire status was also illustrated by 

respondents indicating that they wanted a territory to claim as their own and earn money 

(even if it is illegitimately). This has also been seen at varying levels of membership in past 

literature (e.g., Alleyne & Wood, 2010). 

 When examining specific group crimes we found, as expected, the groups gang-

involved youth were affiliated with engaged in significantly more aggressive and violent 

crimes (i.e., threaten people, fight, sell illegal drugs, carry weapons, and physical assault). 

This finding fits with prior studies on gang members in custody (e.g., DeLisi, Berg, & 

Hochstetler, 2004; Drury & DeLisi, 2011). Also, this finding provides support that gang 
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involvement facilitates criminal behavior over and above delinquent youth (Battin, Hill, 

Abbott, Catalano, & Hawkins, 1998) regardless of how they are identified.  

Many of the group crimes that gang-involved youth endorse can be argued to be a 

physical manifestation of their intent to achieve social dominance over outgroups. For 

example, threats can be used to intimidate others and past research has argued that gangs use 

forms of intimidation to protect their territory (Alleyne & Wood, 2014; Spergel, 1995). The 

use of threats, in conjunction with the finding above – that some young people join gangs to 

claim a specific territory – offers empirical support for this argument. The use of physical 

violence is another form of intimidation to achieve social dominance over outgroups. This 

finding has been supported by much of the gang literature (e.g., Decker & Van Winkle, 1996; 

Klein & Maxson, 2006). We can also argue that the selling of drugs enables street gangs to 

compete within the drug market (Bennett & Holloway, 2004; Taniguchi, Ratcliffe, & Taylor, 

2011; Tita & Ridgeway, 2007) and the income generated from selling drugs can be an 

indicator of status for the gang itself. Lastly, overall group crime contributed the most in 

distinguishing the four groups of offenders (i.e., non-gang youth, self-identified gang 

members not fitting the Eurogang criteria, gang members fitting the Eurogang definition but 

not self-identified, and self-identified gang members fitting the Eurogang definition). This 

finding ties in with previous gang research that showed that once in a gang, members become 

far more delinquent than they were before (Thornberry, Krohn, Lizotte, Smith, & Tobin, 

2003), even if they associated with prolifically offending peers (Klein, Weerman, & 

Thornberry, 2006), and when compared to non-gang offenders (Drury & DeLisi, 2011). 

 When we examined psychological and behavioral characteristics we found that the 

gang members fitting the Eurogang definition (but not self-identified) did not differ from 

non-gang offenders on any of the measures. Self-identified gang members who did not meet 

the Eurogang criteria scored significantly higher than non-gang youth on social dominance 
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orientation whereas self-identified gang members who did meet the Eurogang criteria scored 

significantly higher than non-gang youth on euphemistic labelling, displacement of 

responsibility, and hypermasculine values. These findings, in conjunction with the above 

reasons for joining and specific group crimes committed, highlight group processes that are 

inherently driven by aspirations for social dominance. For example, this is exemplified by 

gang members’ use of the ‘displacement of responsibility’ mechanism. Alleyne and Wood 

(2010) argued that lower ranked members of a gang, in particular, would employ this 

mechanism and that this allowed them to engage in violent behavior probably to prove 

themselves worthy of climbing the ranks of their gang. These behaviors and their use of 

language (i.e., euphemisms) could be mimicked from what they perceive as acceptable gang 

behavior (Hughes & Short, 2005; Przemieniecki, 2005).  

 Hypermasculine values were endorsed more by self-identified gang members fitting 

the Eurogang critieria than by non-gang youth. These attitudes were also important in 

distinguishing the gang members. These values indicate a perceived gender-based hierarchy 

whereby hypermasculine values (i.e., attitudes and beliefs that support aggressive behavior 

and devalue female roles) legitimize gang-related violence in order to distinguish one street 

gang as higher status than another. Lopez and Emmer (2002) found this link in their study. 

The current study not only supports this finding but it also expands on it by showing that 

there is a distinct difference between levels of hypermasculinity in street gang members and 

non-gang offenders. In addition, these shared hypermasculine values, in conjunction with 

gang members’ endorsement of dehumanization and displacement of responsibility strategies, 

further exemplify the level of ingroup cohesion and the establishment of a social identity 

(Goldstein, 2002). Our findings also support that gang members perceive a hierarchy more so 

than non-gang offenders based on their responses indicating a social dominance orientation 

(i.e., the degree to which we endorse hierarchical distinctions; Sidanius & Pratto, 1999). And 
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it is important to note that the hierarchy may not only be perceived amongst other offenders, 

but also gang members’ endorsement of anti-authority attitudes suggests that they make 

ingroup-outgroup distinctions with persons of authority (e.g., prison officers). Past literature 

has shown that negative contact experiences between gang members and authority figures 

further reinforce gang identities (Khoo & Oakes, 2000; McAra & McVie, 2005; Ralphs et al., 

2009). 

 There are some caveats to acknowledge when considering the above findings. This 

study was conducted in the UK and thus the findings may not be applicable to street gangs in 

other countries. However, given that the psychological factors identified in the current study 

are likely to be universal psychological mechanisms, there is a strong chance that the current 

findings will be as applicable to other countries as they are to the UK. This can only be 

verified with future cross-cultural research.  

There are interesting inferences to be made from our data, but it must be noted that 

the research design was cross-sectional. Therefore, we cannot say for certain whether the 

psychological and behavioral characteristics that clearly distinguish gang members from non-

gang offenders were present before gang membership or resulted from gang membership. For 

example, Thornberry et al. (2003) clearly outlines three processes whereby young people may 

join gangs: selection where gangs select and recruit members who are already delinquent 

(Lahey, Gordon, Loeber, Stouthamer-Loeber, & Farrington, 1999; Craig, Vitaro, Gagnon, & 

Trembley, 2002); facilitation where gangs provide opportunities for delinquency to youth 

who were not delinquent beforehand (Gatti, Tremblay, Vitaro, & McDuff, 2005; Gordon et 

al., 2004; Thornberry, Krohn, Lizotte, & Chard-Wiershem, 1993); and enhancement where 

gang members are recruited from a population of high-risk youth who, as gang members, 

become more delinquent (Gatti et al., 2005; Thornberry et al., 1993). So it is not clear if the 

gang members were recruited into the gang because they already exhibited the key 
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characteristics found in this study or they developed these characteristics once in the gang. 

Lastly, the data collected in this study were solely from self-reports, which could have 

resulted in our findings having been biased by common method variance. However, for the 

purpose of assessing the respondents’ perceptual and experiential constructs, not to mention 

the sensitive nature of some of the items and the YOI environment where data collection 

occurred, self-report was deemed to be the most fruitful method (see Chan, 2009). 

The examination of psychological factors that feed into gang membership has 

significant importance when developing treatment strategies for gang-affiliated offenders in 

custodial settings. Individual differences variables such as anger management, empathy, poor 

compliance, and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder have not been found to differentiate 

gang-involved offenders from non-gang offenders (Chu et al., 2011).  Many of the treatment 

programs available to offenders in custody incorporate training in anger management, 

problem solving skills and coping skills (to name a few) to address a variety of treatment 

needs (Hollin, Browne, & Palmer (2002). However, the current study and other recent 

findings (e.g., Scott, 2014) highlight areas that distinguish gang members from other types of 

offenders, thus indicating additional needs that should be addressed in treatment. For 

example, gang membership is accompanied by an array of intra- and inter-group processes 

that do not only facilitate behavior amongst young people but also have implications for their 

interactions with persons of authority. This study also highlights definitional issues that need 

further consideration in custodial settings, especially if targeting gang-affiliated youth for 

specialized treatment. There needs to be further work examining the presence of 

psychopathologies and other psychological characteristics that may exacerbate gang culture 

and gang-related violence. 
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Table 1.  Demographic characteristics of the total sample, non-gang youth, SI members, EG 

members, and SI+EG members 

Demographic characteristics Total Non-gang SI EG SI+EG 

Sample size (%) 188 73 (39) 31 (17) 61 (32) 23 (12) 

Mean age (SD) 16.88 

(.57) 

16.86 

(.58) 

16.87 

(.67) 

16.89 

(.52) 

16.91 

(.51) 

Ethnicity (%) 

White UK/Irish 

Black/Black British 

Asian 

Mixed 

Other 

 

109 (58) 

45 (24) 

9 (5) 

23 (12) 

2 (1) 

 

44 (60) 

19 (26) 

3 (4) 

7 (10) 

0 

 

17 (55) 

7 (23) 

2 (6) 

4 (13) 

1 (3) 

 

38 (62) 

12 (20) 

2 (3) 

8 (13) 

1 (2) 

 

10 (44) 

7 (30) 

2 (9) 

4 (17) 

0 

Sentence length (SD) 27.24 

(39.73) 

33.47 

(52.77) 

18.77 

(15.48) 

25.52 

(34.02) 

23.39 

(23.32) 

SI = self-identified gang members not fitting the Eurogang definition; EG = gang members 

fitting the Eurogang definition but not self-identified; SI+EG = self-identified gang members 

fitting the Eurogang definition.  
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Table 2.  Proportion of responses endorsing reasons for joining groups across non-gang youth, SI members, EG members, and SI+EG members 

Variable Non-gang 

n (%) 

SI 

n (%) 

EG 

n (%) 

SI+EG 

n (%) 

χ
2 

Cramer’s 

V 

To make friends 33 (45) 10 (32) 23(38) 8 (35) 1.97 .10 

To feel important 8 (11) 6 (19) 11 (18) 5 (22) 2.40 .11 

To feel like you belong to something 11 (15) 10 (32) 13 (21) 8 (35) 6.07 .18 

To prepare for the future 9 (12) 6 (19) 10 (16) 10 (44) 11.50** .25 

To keep out of trouble 17 (23) 2 (7) 14 (23) 4 (17) 4.52 .16 

For protection 21 (29) 16 (52) 19 (31) 12 (52) 8.15* .21 

To share secrets 13 (18) 4 (13) 11 (18) 2 (9) 1.50 .09 

To get away with illegal activities 26 (36) 18 (58) 26 (43) 15 (65) 8.66* .22 

To participate in group activities 28 (38) 15 (48) 19 (31) 15 (65) 8.94* .22 

To have a territory of your own 18 (25) 19 (61) 21 (34) 16 (70) 22.74*** .34 

To get your parents’ respect 5 (7) 2 (7) 8 (13) 3 (13) 2.18 .11 

Because someone in your family was a member of the group 9 (12) 8 (26) 6 (10) 6 (26) 6.56 .19 

To meet members of the opposite sex 20 (27) 8 (26) 11 (18) 7 (30) 2.18 .11 



Running Head: STREET GANG MEMBERS IN CUSTODY 

33 

 

To get money or other things 34 (47) 26 (84) 37 (61) 20 (87) 19.84*** .33 

To get money or other things from selling drugs 31 (43) 24 (77) 30 (49) 21 (91) 24.62*** .36 

Because a friend was a member of the group 25 (34) 20 (65) 25 (41) 13 (57) 9.79* .23 

For company 30 (41) 11 (36) 26 (43) 9 (39) 2.08 .07 

* p < .05. ** p < .01. *** p < .001. 

SI = self-identified gang members not fitting the Eurogang definition; EG = gang members fitting the Eurogang definition but not self-identified; 

SI+EG = self-identified gang members fitting the Eurogang definition. 
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Table 3.  Means, standard deviations, and ANOVA statistics for group crimes 

Variables M SD F p η
2 

Threaten people 

Non-gang (n = 73) 

SI (n = 31) 

EG (n = 61) 

SI+EG (n = 23) 

 

1.86a 

2.87b 

2.16c 

2.74bc 

 

.84 

1.20 

.88 

1.05 

10.71 <.001 .15 

Fight 

Non-gang (n = 73) 

SI (n = 31) 

EG (n = 61) 

SI+EG (n = 23) 

 

2.34a 

3.42b 

2.84c 

3.39bc 

 

.85 

.72 

.95 

.84 

15.70 <.001 .20 

Theft 

Non-gang (n = 73) 

SI (n = 31) 

EG (n = 61) 

SI+EG (n = 23) 

 

1.88a 

2.84b 

2.57b 

2.43ab 

 

.96 

1.16 

1.10 

1.04 

8.14 <.001 .12 

Sell protection 

Non-gang (n = 73) 

SI (n = 31) 

EG (n = 61) 

SI+EG (n = 23) 

 

1.27a 

1.90b 

1.28a 

1.39ab 

 

.73 

1.30 

.61 

.72 

4.94 .003 .07 

Robbery 

Non-gang (n = 73) 

SI (n = 31) 

EG (n = 61) 

SI+EG (n = 23) 

 

1.70a 

2.65b 

2.15ab 

2.44b 

 

.98 

1.31 

1.08 

1.20 

6.55 <.001 .10 

Steal cars 

Non-gang (n = 73) 

SI (n = 31) 

EG (n = 61) 

 

1.64 

2.16 

2.11 

 

1.02 

1.32 

1.21 

2.72 .046 .04 



Running Head: STREET GANG MEMBERS IN CUSTODY 

35 

 

SI+EG (n = 23) 2.13 1.06 

Sell drugs 

Non-gang (n = 73) 

SI (n = 31) 

EG (n = 61) 

SI+EG (n = 23) 

 

2.51a 

3.45bc 

2.77ac 

3.70b 

 

1.30 

1.03 

1.24 

.88 

8.45 <.001 .12 

Carry weapon 

Non-gang (n = 73) 

SI (n = 31) 

EG (n = 61) 

SI+EG (n = 23) 

 

2.14a 

3.23b 

2.20a 

3.30b 

 

1.17 

1.06 

1.21 

.97 

11.82 <.001 .16 

Destroy property 

Non-gang (n = 73) 

SI (n = 31) 

EG (n = 61) 

SI+EG (n = 23) 

 

1.58a 

2.32b 

1.85ab 

1.83ab 

 

.86 

1.17 

1.00 

.72 

4.54 .004 .07 

Physical assault 

Non-gang (n = 73) 

SI (n = 31) 

EG (n = 61) 

SI+EG (n = 23) 

 

2.07a 

3.16b 

2.33a 

3.26b 

 

.99 

.93 

1.08 

.86 

14.16 <.001 .19 

Graffiti 

Non-gang (n = 73) 

SI (n = 31) 

EG (n = 61) 

SI+EG (n = 23) 

 

1.27 

1.71 

1.39 

1.52 

 

.69 

1.10 

.86 

.79 

2.11 .101 .03 

Illegal drug use 

Non-gang (n = 73) 

SI (n = 31) 

EG (n = 61) 

SI+EG (n = 23) 

 

2.75 

3.39 

3.00 

3.43 

 

1.26 

1.02 

1.25 

.99 

3.14 .027 .05 

Illegal alcohol use   .96 .411 .02 
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Non-gang (n = 73) 

SI (n = 31) 

EG (n = 61) 

SI+EG (n = 23) 

2.68 

3.10 

2.80 

2.83 

1.09 

1.04 

1.19 

1.19 

Break and enter 

Non-gang (n = 73) 

SI (n = 31) 

EG (n = 61) 

SI+EG (n = 23) 

 

1.71a 

2.58b 

2.21ab 

2.35ab 

 

.95 

1.26 

1.27 

1.19 

5.19 .002 .08 

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. Means that do not share subscripts differ at p < .05. 

SI = self-identified gang members not fitting the Eurogang definition; EG = gang members fitting the Eurogang definition but not self-identified; 

SI+EG = self-identified gang members fitting the Eurogang definition. 
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Table 4.  Means, standard deviations, and MANOVA statistics for psychological and behavioral measures 

Variables M SD F p ηp
2 

Moral justification 

Non-gang (n = 73) 

SI (n = 31) 

EG (n = 61) 

SI+EG (n = 23) 

 

17.47 

20.29 

17.41 

17.70 

 

5.48 

4.47 

5.77 

5.33 

2.35 .074 .04 

Euphemistic labelling 

Non-gang (n = 73) 

SI (n = 31) 

EG (n = 61) 

SI+EG (n = 23) 

 

12.81a 

13.35ab 

11.84a 

16.39b 

 

5.48 

4.95 

5.28 

5.98 

4.05 .008 .06 

Advantageous comparison 

Non-gang (n = 73) 

SI (n = 31) 

EG (n = 61) 

SI+EG (n = 23) 

 

15.48 

17.32 

16.72 

18.22 

 

6.51 

5.80 

5.82 

5.33 

1.53 .208 0.02 

Displacement of responsibility 

Non-gang (n = 73) 

SI (n = 31) 

EG (n = 61) 

SI+EG (n = 23) 

 

15.05a 

16.65ab 

14.89a 

19.87b 

 

5.98 

5.06 

6.15 

5.64 

4.80 .003 .07 

Diffusion of responsibility 

Non-gang (n = 73) 

SI (n = 31) 

EG (n = 61) 

SI+EG (n = 23) 

 

14.96 

15.68 

15.79 

16.61 

 

6.20 

5.34 

5.33 

4.51 

.59 .625 .01 

Distortion of consequences 

Non-gang (n = 73) 

SI (n = 31) 

EG (n = 61) 

 

11.26 

12.52 

12.26 

 

4.46 

5.79 

5.40 

2.01 .114 .03 
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SI+EG (n = 23) 14.22 5.77 

Attribution of blame 

Non-gang (n = 73) 

SI (n = 31) 

EG (n = 61) 

SI+EG (n = 23) 

 

17.12 

18.84 

18.07 

20.22 

 

5.96 

6.42 

5.28 

5.12 

1.93 .127 .03 

Dehumanization 

Non-gang (n = 73) 

SI (n = 31) 

EG (n = 61) 

SI+EG (n = 23) 

 

13.34 

16.16 

13.23 

16.13 

 

5.94 

5.74 

6.05 

6.99 

2.84 .040 .04 

Anti-authority attitudes 

Non-gang (n = 73) 

SI (n = 31) 

EG (n = 61) 

SI+EG (n = 23) 

 

66.41 

75.90 

73.98 

77.13 

 

17.97 

16.29 

18.22 

14.45 

3.95 .009 .06 

Hypermasculinity 

Non-gang (n = 73) 

SI (n = 31) 

EG (n = 61) 

SI+EG (n = 23) 

 

49.26a 

54.23ab 

53.00ab 

57.78b 

 

12.64 

12.93 

13.47 

12.42 

3.01 .032 .05 

Social dominance orientation 

Non-gang (n = 73) 

SI (n = 31) 

EG (n = 61) 

SI+EG (n = 23) 

 

59.92a 

72.81b 

63.28ab 

70.61ab 

 

18.32 

19.41 

17.22 

13.59 

4.94 .003 .08 

Group crime 

Non-gang (n = 73) 

SI (n = 31) 

EG (n = 61) 

SI+EG (n = 23) 

 

27.41a 

38.77b 

31.67ac 

36.74bc 

 

9.25 

11.03 

9.84 

7.47 

12.65 <.001 .17 

* p < .05, ** p < .01, *** p < .001. Means that do not share subscripts differ at p < .05. 
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SI = self-identified gang members not fitting the Eurogang definition; EG = gang members fitting the Eurogang definition but not self-identified; 

SI+EG = self-identified gang members fitting the Eurogang definition.
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Table 5.  Variables predicting group membership in descending order of importance 

Predictor variable Canonical Correlation Coefficient 

Group crime .82 

Social dominance orientation .52 

Displacement of responsibility .42 

Anti-authority attitudes .39 

Dehumanisation .38 

Hypermasculine values .36 

Euphemistic labelling .31 

Attribution of blame .30 

Distortion of consequences .28 

Moral justification .27 

Advantageous comparison .26 

Diffusion of responsibility .14 

 

 

 

 


