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“Encyclopedic in scope and full of very relevant work drawn from the fields of biology, psychology, 
criminology, and corrections, this book is a must-read for those working with girl and women offenders.”
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  “In this timely and thoughtful book, van Wormer provides a gender-sensitive lens through which the 
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The first book to combine elements from the social work, counseling, and crimi-
nology fields to create a framework tailored to working with female offenders

Taking into account the special needs of girls and women within a system designed by men 
for male offenders, Working with Female Offenders offers counselors, correctional officers, 
lawyers, probation officers—in short, anyone who works in some capacity with female offenders–an 
evidence-based, gentler approach for working effectively and successfully with girls and women in 
trouble with the law. 

Working with Female Offenders provides coverage devoted to the nature of female crime and to the 
institutional settings in which much of the female-specific programming is designed to take place. This 
timely volume equips professionals with proven counseling strategies tailored to fit this population.

Practical guidelines are included for case management interventions, teaching skills of communication 
and assertiveness, and anger and stress management for female offender populations, as well as:
• A strengths/empowerment/restorative framework for counseling women in crisis
• Narratives from personal interviews with female offenders and correctional counselors
• Discussion of controversial topics such as prison homosexuality, AIDS in prison, girls in gangs, 

and women on death row
• Examples of successful, innovative programs for female offenders from the United States and abroad

Working with Female Offenders addresses the unique challenges of female offenders and those who treat 
them, and provides a much needed addition to the literature on innovative programming for female offenders. 
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PREFACE

In the summer of 1974 I was given free rein at Alabama’s Julia Tutwiler 
Prison for Women to do research for my dissertation on gender role behav-

ior within a unisexual environment. My primary aim was to study intimacy 
among women, the prison families they form, and masculine roles that some 
of the inmates adopt. My hidden agenda, though, unknown to the adminis-
trators or my dissertation committee, was to work toward prison reform. If 
conditions were suffi ciently bad, my plan was to seize the opportunity to later 
make those conditions public. 

I achieved the fi rst goal at the Julia Tutwiler Prison—I learned about the 
close-knit relationships and gender role behavior in an all-female environ-
ment, but there was no need to pursue the second. The physical environment 
left much to be desired: 30 women were crammed into each cell and forced 
to endure the Alabama heat without much ventilation or air conditioning. Yet 
the social environment was, for the most part, as good as could be expected. 
The people who worked there, except the one male offi cer, were kind and 
attentive to the women’s needs. The warden was innovative and nurturing 
toward her charges. The stories I heard from staff and inmates during those 
hot summer afternoons behind bars were alternately harrowing and moving; 
the most memorable were downright funny. The theme of the humor was 
getting one over on the authorities or some of the sexual antics taking place. 
But beyond the humor loomed the personal tragedies borne of poverty and 
abuse that had brought so many of the women to this wretched place. In the 
end, my dissertation was just another dull quantitative thesis. But the memory 
of my sojourn with the women of Julia Tutwiler Prison has stayed with me 
forever.

At the time of my prison research, some of the women who did well were 
being transferred into community residential centers. And progressive pro-
grams, such as university courses for credit, were offered to staff and inmates 
in the evening. Many of us—prison reformers and correctional staff—thought 
without voicing it that prison reform was right around the corner. Who among 
us then would have had even an inkling that in the next quarter century or so, 
after years of “zero tolerance” for drug use and crime, that conditions at 
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Julia Tutwiler (as elsewhere) would grow infi nitely worse? Who would have 
believed that the population in the same old facility would triple in size? Or 
that a death row would be built there? Or that men would fi ll most of the staff 
positions? Who would have believed life sentences being handed down for 
conspiracy to sell drugs? Who would have thought that over 30 years later I 
would be writing the book that I did not feel I needed to write then?

That experience is only one incentive for writing this book. The other con-
cerns a gap in the literature on innovative programming for female offenders. 
The material on correctional counseling is vast but not widely dispersed, 
while the material on correctional counseling with females is seriously lim-
ited. There is a need to synthesize and organize what is known about gen-
der-specifi c programming from journal articles and workshops so that it is 
available in a readable form in one source. I experienced this need fi rst as an 
instructor of criminal justice preparing students to enter the fi eld of correc-
tions and more recently as I taught counseling skills as a professor of social 
work. Now I have a chance to write the book to fi ll a gap in the literatures of 
both counseling and criminal justice. 

 From a gender-sensitive, feminist perspective, this book explores the spe-
cial needs of girls and women within a system designed by men for male 
offenders. This book is timely in light of promising developments that are tak-
ing place at every level of the criminal justice system, the trend toward mean-
ingful treatment and away from mandatory prison terms for drug offenders 
(see Greene and Pranis, 2006). 

ORGANIZING FRAMEWORK AND RATIONALE

This volume is organized around this question: How can the criminal justice 
system be reshaped and reconceptualized to address the needs of offenders 
who are often themselves victims of abuse (early childhood and otherwise)? 
The focus of this book is on girls and women. In the belief that interventions 
that benefi t women (e.g., parenting training and stress management) can also 
benefi t men, I urge others to pursue the task of adapting the motivational 
techniques and restorative strategies presented in this book to the often-over-
looked needs of boys and men who have gotten into trouble with the law. 

An underlying assumption of this book is that the current male-oriented 
processes and predominant criminal thinking/behavioral therapies are fl awed 
in themselves and not appropriate to the populations on which they are used. 
A related assumption with which few would disagree is that today’s heavy reli-
ance on incarceration takes a toll on the family and community and does 
little to promote rehabilitation. Relevant to female offenders, an alternative 
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approach is needed, one that corresponds to what we know about female 
growth and development and about the mental and substance use disorders 
so prevalent among members of this population. 

This book is geared not for professional counselors alone but also for per-
sons who work or plan to work in some capacity—as correctional offi cers, 
counselors, lawyers—with female offenders and who desire to learn about 
evidence-based, gentler approaches for work with girls and women in trouble 
with the law. Probation offi cers, who increasingly are expected to engage in 
case management, should fi nd the treatment guidelines of some use as well. 
Working with Female Offenders thus can serve as a professional handbook, as 
a textbook, or as supplemental reading in a variety of college courses related 
to corrections and to women’s issues. Criminal justice students can benefi t by 
learning the hands-on skills—anger management, motivational interviewing, 
confl ict resolution, listening skills, for example—and social work students can 
benefi t from a familiarity with the setting and preparation for work with invol-
untary clients. 

Working with Female Offenders has as its major purpose to offer a gender-
based framework that incorporates elements of motivational enhancement 
from psychology, a strengths perspective from social work, and restorative jus-
tice from criminal justice, a framework that can be tailored to the study of 
women involved at various levels of the criminal justice system. These con-
cepts are rapidly gaining momentum within the criminal justice circles (espe-
cially in probation and other community corrections work), but they are not 
articulated in an integrated fashion for a wider criminal justice audience. 
This book aims to fi ll the gap in the literature of both the helping professions 
and criminal justice. Although counseling and social work provide the direct 
skills and knowledge, criminal justice provides the fi eld, the milieu, within 
which these methods are to be applied. To help prepare people for work in 
the fi eld of corrections, chapters are devoted to the nature of female crime 
and to the institutional settings in which much of the female-specifi c pro-
gramming is designed to take place. 

Despite the fact that most people who seek counseling are female, there 
are practically no comprehensive guidebooks available to help mental health 
practitioners understand the unique physical, emotional, and sociocultural 
issues affecting women. This book joins the very few recent books in exis-
tence on counseling techniques designed especially for women, such as 
Kopala and Keitel’s (2003) Handbook of Counseling Women and Sanville’s 
(2003) Therapies with Women in Transition. If books on gender-specifi c ther-
apy and treatment are rare, manuals on counseling female offenders are rarer 
still. Counseling Women in Prison by Jocelyn Pollock (1998) and Assessment 
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  Preface ix

and Treatment of Women Offenders by Kelley Blanchette and Shelley Brown 
(2003) are notable exceptions and welcome additions to the literature. A 
major contribution to the literature is the publication offered by the National 
Institute of Corrections developed by Bloom, Owen, and Covington (2003), 
which describes the background characteristics of women offenders, presents 
the rationale for gender-responsive treatment, and offers specifi c guidelines 
for using gender-responsive strategies.

According to a recent report from the National Institute of Justice, today’s 
criminal justice workers are expected to do much more than client referral; 
they are expected to utilize case management techniques to help their clients 
get integrated into the community (law-abiding community). Criminal jus-
tice practitioners and students, therefore, can benefi t by gaining familiarity 
with basic counseling skills, such as anger management, confl ict resolution, 
and listening skills, and practitioners trained in counseling and social work 
can benefi t from gaining familiarity with the setting and preparation for work 
with involuntary clients.

A second major objective of this book is to critically examine relevant cor-
rectional policies and practices, including the treatment of girls in the juve-
nile justice system and the different treatment modalities that are being used 
today, the relevance of restorative justice to female crime victims, and the 
treatment of women in prison in the context of human rights issues. 

A CAUTIOUS OPTIMISM

I write this book in a spirit of guarded optimism. My optimism stems 
largely from the conscious realization of the obvious: The pendulum has 
swung so far in one direction—to the punitive right—that there is no 
other way for it to go but downward toward the other side. Alternative 
interventions such as drug courts for fi rst-time drug offenders are crop-
ping up everywhere, bolstered by federal and state funding. At the same 
time, there is a new impetus toward treatment, especially for persons 
placed on probation. For parolees, there is considerable funding for reen-
try into society. In Iowa, for example, the numbers of persons under cor-
rectional supervision have risen far faster than the capacity to contain 
them. Offender substance abuse treatment is in big demand. Meanwhile, 
the victims’ assistance movement continues to gain strength and momen-
tum across the country, creating more opportunities for practitioners to 
work with victims and their families. Recent initiatives are taking place to 
promote healing of victims and their families through victim-offender 
conferencing. 
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FEATURES OF THE BOOK

Based on the knowledge provided in this book, readers should acquire an 
understanding of the dynamics of female gang delinquency and adult violent 
and nonviolent criminality, a global perspective on crime and punishment 
and treatment innovations, and an understanding of the pathways to crime 
across the life course. From a practice standpoint, readers of this volume will 
become familiar with innovative programs from across the United States, 
Canada, and Britain, such as those designed for new mothers and their infants 
in prison and effective gender-based programs for girls in detention.

This book offers these features:

• A detailed rationale for the use of a gender-sensitive framework for 
counseling female offenders on matters specifi c to their gender, such as 
sexual trauma and battering

• Practical guidelines for case management interventions, teaching skills 
of communication, assertiveness, and anger and stress management for 
female offender populations 

• A focus on the pathway to addiction problems among girls and treat-
ment to help them reduce the harm to themselves and others

• Illustrations from fi rsthand narratives by women who have been there
• Attention to international human rights issues and inclusion of documen-

tation from international organizations such as Human Rights Watch
• Boxed readings on such topics as mothers who have killed their chil-

dren, prison homosexuality, drug smuggling, and AIDS in prison
• Up-to-date statistics on criminal activity and imprisonment from such 

sources as the Bureau of Justice Statistics and Statistics Canada

Unique to this book compared to others in the fi eld is:

• The inclusion of a chapter on the theoretical foundation for a gender-
specifi c approach

• A biopsychosocial approach to female crime and delinquency
• Linking the antifeminist backlash in society to punishment of women 

in trouble with the law
• Inclusion of the latest scientifi c information on biological factors (e.g., 

brain research) in criminal behavior
• A critique of the criminal thinking/behavioral model that is widely used 

in criminal justice and substance abuse treatment circles in compari-
son with a gendered, strengths-based approach

• Outlining the techniques of motivational enhancement for female 
offenders

 x  PREFACE
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  Preface xi

Because there is much we can learn from other countries, we explore 
innovative victim/offender programs in Canada, New Zealand, Britain, as 
well as the United States; become familiar with victim/assistance programs; 
survey the techniques of the strengths/empowerment approach for work with 
women clients in many capacities; and study the rudiments of substance 
abuse counseling for helping female offenders with addictions problems. Sta-
tistical documentation is provided whenever possible concerning the nature 
of female crime and victimization and the effectiveness of programs geared 
toward offender/victim populations.

ORGANIZATION OF THE BOOK

Working with Female Offenders is divided into four sections of one to four 
chapters each.

The journey we will be taking in the book follows Carol Gilligan’s scheme 
for personal growth and development; the progression is from pathways to 
delinquency and crime, to work on issues of relationship and self-concept, to 
the healing that is integral to restorative justice strategies. 

After an overview, Part I focuses on the principles of gender-sensitive coun-
seling. Chapter 1 makes the case for gendered female offender treatment. 
Informed by the theoretical framework of Gilligan’s relational theory, the 
chapter makes the case for a gender-specifi c approach for meeting the needs 
of female offenders. Arguments for a gender-specifi c approach are based on 
biological and developmental research that pinpoints male-female differ-
ences. The second part of the chapter introduces relevant concepts that will 
serve to guide the remaining chapters of the book. 

Part II has as its major concern pathways to crime for juvenile and adult 
female offenders. Chapters 2 and 3 are concerned with the nature of girls’ 
offending and women’s involvement in crime. The pathways to crime 
(e.g., via addiction, criminal connections often through their partner) are 
described, as are gender-sensitive programs for girls, including restorative 
justice innovations.

Part III takes us into the parameters of the women’s prison with attention 
to challenges of working in a total institutional setting. In order to provide 
empirical documentation of the unique needs of women inmates, I con-
ducted a mail survey of 82 federal and state prison facilities in the United 
States that incarcerate women. The results are presented in Chapter 4. Other 
topics discussed in this chapter are boundary issues between staff and inmate, 
mental health care needs, and inmate-to-inmate relationships. Human rights 
standards are discussed in terms of professional treatment and pitfalls.
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The two chapters of Part IV are devoted to specifi c skills for empowerment 
and addiction counseling. Chapter 6 develops a fi ve-stage gender-sensitive 
empowerment model to address the needs of women on probation, parole, 
and in detention. The focus is on establishing a working relationship with 
involuntary clients, developing a language of strengths, and enhancing moti-
vation for treatment. Chapter 7 concludes the book with a detailed discussion 
of feeling work with an emphasis on recovery from past victimization and 
trauma. That there is no clear dichotomy between victim and offender is a 
major underlying assumption of this chapter and this book. Over half of the 
women in prison are victims of early childhood sexual and/or physical abuse. 
The link to crime might have come via substance abuse or self-destructive 
relationships with abusive criminal men. Healing is a major theme. Because 
of the incredibly heavy occurrence of substance abuse in female involvement 
in crime and victimization, addictions treatment content is integrated 
throughout the text. Counseling approaches directed toward helping victims 
reclaim their lives as survivors are provided. My knowledge and special inter-
est in the healing powers of restorative justice strategies inform these two 
treatment chapters as well as discussions of work with juvenile offenders. 
Working with Female Offenders offers these features:

• Presentation of a strengths/empowerment/restorative framework for coun-
seling women in crisis

• Attention to the impact of the feminist movement and antifeminist back-
lash with regard to legal issues of special relevance to women as women

• Delineation of the basic precepts of restorative justice for holding 
offenders directly accountable to their victims

• The offering of practical guidelines for teaching skills of anger manage-
ment, communication, and stress management from a gender-specifi c 
perspective

• The sharing of narratives from personal interviews with female offend-
ers and correctional counselors

• Documentation of the claim that the war on drugs is a war on women 
of color

• Special attention to such controversial topics as prison homosexuality, 
AIDS in prison, girls in the gang, and women on death row

• Up-to-date statistics on crime and punishment from government resources 
such as the Bureau of Justice Statistics, the Offi ce of Juvenile Justice and 
Delinquency Prevention, and Statistics Canada 

• Infusion of content on strengths-based, motivational enhancement, and 
attention to evidence-based research on treatment intervention protocols

 xii  PREFACE
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Central to Working with Female Offenders is the argument that on both 
the policy and practice levels, the time is ripe for change, for a radical restruc-
turing of our court and correctional systems, for a focus more on accountabil-
ity of the offender to the community and victim, and for a deemphasis on 
punishment and revenge in favor of helping people turn their lives around. 
The need for restructuring is evidenced in high recidivism rates within the 
system that are perhaps related to the denial of the salience of gender roles, 
power imbalances, and other social constructs that are at the root of many 
problems affecting women’s criminal behavior. Women face unique chal-
lenges and have needs that call for counseling strategies tailored to fi t gender-
specifi c challenges. With regard to gender-sensitive treatment, we should 
never underestimate the power of an approach based on strengths and possi-
bility rather than on the probability of failure. A philosophy based on hope 
and optimism may not change all or even most people. But, in the fi nal anal-
ysis, it is the only thing that will effect change. The belief that people can and 
do change is a guiding theme of this work. The challenge to embark on such 
a change effort is a big one.

So let us begin . . .
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3

Chapter 1

A GENDERED APPROACH

In emphasizing voice, I have tried to work against the dangers I see in 
the current tendency to reduce psychology to biology or to culture, to see 
people as either genetically determined or socially engineered and thus 
without the capacity for voice or resistance.

—Carol Gilligan (2009, January)

Women comprise a minority of those in the criminal justice system, just 
6.9% of the prison population and 12.9% of the jail population (West & 

Sabol, 2009). Women make up 23% of persons on probation, and 12% of those 
on parole (Bureau of Justice Statistics, 2009b). Their rate of increase has been 
about twice that of the increase of males in confi nement. Nevertheless, women 
are still a small minority of the total incarcerated population, and they are 
receiving treatment in a system run by men and designed for men.

According to government statistics, girls were 15% of juvenile offenders in 
residential placement (Snyder and Sickmund, 2006). Females in detention 
make up 14% of those who were charged with delinquent offenses and 40% 
of those in placement for status offenses (e.g., running away). Probably due to 
changes in law enforcement patterns in making arrests for domestic violence 
situations (as explained in the report), the female arrest rate has increased 
since 1994 while the male rate has declined.

Although gender-specifi c programming is coming into its own within juve-
nile institutions, at the adult level, traditional approaches abound. Within the 
adult corrections, a focus on equality that is equated with sameness lingers—
this misunderstanding of the true spirit of equality often results in identical 
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treatment models for men and women. We might do better to speak of equity 
or fairness rather than equality in the treatment accorded to diverse popula-
tions. An emphasis on equity rather than equality would entail a consideration 
of differences. From an equity principle, when people are in like circum-
stances, they should be treated alike, but when their circumstances are differ-
ent, then equity and fairness may require differential treatment. This is what 
we learn from Rawls (1971), author of the defi nitive document on justice.

The reason that a gendered approach is crucial to the treatment of females 
within the criminal justice system is because girls are different from boys—
physiologically, psychologically, and socially, and in more or less the same 
way, women are different from men.

In her argument for juvenile reform, Francine T. Sherman (2005) sum-
marizes male-female differences:

Adolescent girls who are in the justice system differ from boys devel-
opmentally in their focus on relationships; their internalized responses 
to trauma in the form of depression, self-mutilation, and substance 
use; and their externalized responses to trauma in the form of aggres-
sion. In addition, the pathways girls take into the justice system differ 
from those of their male counterparts in the prevalence and type of 
trauma, family loss, and separation they experience….

Girls are more likely than boys to be detained for minor offenses and 
technical violations and are more likely than boys to be returned to 
detention for technical violations. Running away and domestic vio-
lence, both common in the lives of girls, tend to result in their deten-
tion and system involvement. All of these differences demand particular 
attention in criminal justice reform. (p. 16)

The fact that female offenders are seen as less of a security risk than male 
offenders opens the door to the possibility of a more fl exible approach, one 
that is even community rather than institutional centered. Consider the next 
contrasting vignettes from the popular press. The fi rst shows the personal 
dimension of our one-size-fi ts-all sentencing structure. The second confi rms 
the value of suiting the punishment to the individual.

CONTRASTING CASE HISTORIES

One of the real-life stories told by organizers at the third annual Mothers in 
Prison, Children in Crisis rally was that of Sally Smith (Wirpsa, 1998). The 
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rally was part of a national campaign advocating alternative programs for 
women convicted of drug-related violations. Among the facts presented were 
these: Women are the fastest-growing population in prisons and jails; the 
majority had been sentenced for nonviolent crimes; and two-thirds of female 
inmates are mothers of dependent children. One such woman, caught up in 
the current draconian anti-drug laws is Sally Smith.

Sally had lived every moment in absolute terror of her husband. Some-
times she was beaten with a baseball bat and furniture and hospitalized; other 
times she was locked in a closet until her visible wounds healed. Her abuser 
was a drug dealer. When caught, he was able to reduce his sentence by impli-
cating his wife as a conspirator. This is how Sally Smith came to be sentenced 
to life without parole under Michigan’s mandatory minimum sentencing laws 
(Families Against Mandatory Minimums, 1997). This is not an isolated case, 
as any visit to a women’s prison will confi rm.

Sherri Lechner’s story, highlighted in Ozarks Magazine by Ross (2006) is 
more uplifting, and typical of cases that are referred to a drug court. Drug 
court is a fairly recent development that provides close supervision and inten-
sive treatment in lieu of imprisonment. A native of the Ozarks, Sherri had the 
miserable childhood typical of most addicts. Neglected for the most part by 
her father, Sherri was taken by him to live in Texas because her mother was 
going to prison there on a drug charge. In the six years she spent in Texas, she 
was molested multiple times by a relative and a family friend and was intro-
duced to alcohol, cocaine, and methamphetamines at about age 10, also by a 
family member.

After failing the eighth grade, Sherri returned to Springfi eld, Missouri, 
where she lived with her brother, Mike, in a neighborhood known for drug 
activity, called “the Holler” on the west side of town. Her mother came and 
went, often “on the run.”

Within a year, at age 15, Sherri became pregnant. She did not use during 
her pregnancy. After the birth of her daughter, her drug use escalated from 
smoking meth crystals to daily intravenous use. She sent her child to live with 
a friend because, she said, her drug life and relationship with a man were 
more important.

In trouble for drug possession and related crimes, Sherri prayed to become 
pregnant again so she could get off drugs. Her prayers were answered. Then 
to avoid going to prison, she agreed to go through Judge Calvin Holden’s drug 
court. It took two and a half years, but she fi nally graduated from the rigorous 
program in 2002. Sherri occasionally tells her story at graduation for the drug 
court class. She now works as a substance abuse technician at the same treat-
ment center where she had once been a patient. She is working toward her 
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GED. She married her boyfriend after he was released from prison, where he 
earned his GED and read the Bible. He works as a truck mechanic and began 
classes at Ozark Technical Community College last fall, working toward a 
degree in social work.

In the stories of these two women, one can fi nd the interconnection between 
social policy and women’s victimization, in the fi rst instance, and between 
social policy and women’s salvation, in the second. These examples, moreover, 
provide a stark contrast between progressive and standard sentencing practices, 
a contrast that relates to differing correctional philosophies. Sherri was given 
her life back including career planning and she did not lose custody of her chil-
dren; Sally, however, became one of the many hidden victims of the nation’s 
crackdown on drug use. Nor was she helped by falling in the clutches of the 
gender-neutral laws that prescribe equality of punishment for women linked 
with male criminals, the circumstances notwithstanding.

Another theme that transcends these vignettes is the fact that when moth-
ers are sent away to prison, the stage is set for a pattern of shame and victim-
ization that often passes through the generations. But if preventive measures 
are taken, as happened in Sherri’s case, this pattern can be arrested. A second 
theme that emerges here is the role of a drug-using boyfriend in a woman’s 
life, setting in motion a downward spiral into lawbreaking and punishment.

In this book, we examine such programs with a focus on their implications 
for female victims of crime and the offenders. The task of this chapter is to 
make a convincing case for specialized programming for girls and women 
who are in the correctional system. The subject of this chapter is therefore 
gender, with a focus on the female. Our starting point is an overview of 
research on the biology of gender and gender differences relevant to female 
offending. A consideration of right-brain/left-brain differences that relate to 
gender also is provided. We also explore how these differences are played out 
in behavior, both in the classroom and in pathways to crime.

We examine also the basic principles on which the programming is based, 
principles that go under the rubric of restorative justice. This chapter dis-
cusses the concepts that underlie this form of justice and build on them to 
formulate a paradigm that links progressive thinking in social work, the 
strengths approach, to its counterpart in criminal justice, the restorative jus-
tice model.

BIOLOGICAL FACTORS

A biological approach accepts that there are fundamental differences between 
male and female and that these differences interact with cultural norms to 
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infl uence differences in male/female criminality. Traditional and liberal (as 
opposed to radical) feminists who stress gender equality tend to disparage bio-
logical research, as Pollock (1999) suggests, because the theories hark back to 
the days when women were told they must fi ll their natural role as “mother of 
the species” and work in the home. The focus on sex differences in brain 
function, and especially such books that lack empirical rigor, such as The 
Female Brain by Louann Brizendine (2007), have been widely criticized by 
other scientists. In a recent Newsweek article highlighting Brizendine’s book, 
neuropsychiatrist Nancy Andreasen asserts that nurture plays such a huge role 
in human behavior that focusing on biology is next to meaningless. “What-
ever measurable differences exist in the brain,” says Andreasen, “are used to 
oppress and suppress women” (2006, p. 46). Belknap (2007) agrees: “Central 
to the patriarchal ideology,” she suggests, “is the belief that women’s nature is 
biologically, not culturally determined” (p. 10). Historically, the focus on bio-
logical differences favored the male and held women to domestic pursuits 
and service jobs, and thus kept them out of the power structure.

As for myself, between science and ideology, I prefer to go with science. 
And scientifi c research tells us that much of what constitutes an individual’s 
personality is genetically and biologically determined. I do agree with Bloom, 
Owen, and Covington (2003) that separating biological effects from the social 
and cultural effects is problematic. In any case, following Belknap, we can 
draw a distinction between sex and gender; sex is biologically determined and 
gender is societally based. The Shorter Oxford Dictionary (2007) indicates that 
both terms refer to male and female differences but that gender refers to cul-
tural attributes.

Unlike liberal feminists, who are apt to stress equality and sameness of the 
genders, equal pay for equal work and the like, and to refute any claims of dif-
ference that could be used to hold women down, some radical feminists have 
been more willing to appreciate, even to celebrate, the differences. From this 
perspective, biological differences, far from being denied, can be seen as 
favoring the female of the species (Goodkind, 2005; van Wormer, 2007). 
Many such women-centered theorists, according to Robbins et al. (2006), cel-
ebrate the power in “women’s ways of knowing” and “the woman’s voice.” 
This acknowledgment of difference is consistent with a scientifi cally based 
imperative to explore sex differences that manifest themselves in every system 
of body and brain (Gur, Gunning-Dixon, Bilker, & Gur, 2002). This position 
is interesting because it harks back to the Mother Goose nursery rhyme, pop-
ular in the early nineteenth century, that begins “What are little boys made 
of?” In any case, feminists of the liberal school, such as Goodkind (2005), 
fi nd such a focus on difference objectionable because it fails to take into 
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account variation within and between genders. She warns against “essential-
izing” gender role differences and “portraying them as inherent and even bio-
logically determined” (p. 59).

The position of this book is that in search of knowledge about human 
behavior, a holistic, biopsychosocial approach is essential. A holistic approach, 
such as that favored here, states that gender role difference is not a case of 
nature versus nurture but of both nature and nurture.

The basic biological factors that impinge on gender differences in crimi-
nality are informed by research on physiology and neurology. In making the 
case for gender-sensitive programming in corrections, a logical starting point 
is a review of some of the scientifi c literature on sex differences.

Research Based on Animal Studies

Evolutionists such as Wrangham and Petersen (1996) offer a challenge to tradi-
tional feminist cultural determinism. Their conclusions are bolstered by ape 
studies in which male chimpanzees compete aggressively for rank and domi-
nance (to be the alpha male) while male predators attack the weak, and female 
chimps often bond with the predators. Is the frequency of male violence a mere 
artifact of physical strength? they ask. For answers, they look to human society.

Examining data drawn from global crime statistics on same-gender murder 
(to eliminate the factor of male strength), Wrangham and Peterson found the 
statistics to be amazingly consistent. In all societies except for Denmark, the 
probability that a same-gender murder has been committed by a man, not a 
woman, ranges from 92% to 100%. In Denmark, all the female-on-female 
murders were cases of infanticide. We need to remove our inhibitions based 
on feminist politics, these researchers argue. We need to study violence such 
as murder and rape as biological phenomena. The origins of male violence, as 
Wrangham and Peterson conclude, are found in the social lives of chimpan-
zees and other apes, our closest living nonhuman relatives. Because some of 
the great apes, specifi cally the bonobos, are considerably less aggressive, more 
research is needed on this matter. Although evolutionists like Wrangham and 
Peterson may tend to exaggerate aggressive tendencies in males, others draw 
on the link between testosterone and aggression in humans and nonhuman 
animals to explain the male propensity for physical aggression (Palmer, 2008).

Brain Research

The advent of human brain-imaging techniques such as positron emission 
tomography and functional magnetic resonance imaging has heightened 
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awareness of sex differences by revealing sex infl uences on brain functions for 
which the sex of participants was previously assumed to matter little, if at all. 
But these differences do matter, as neuroscientist Cahill (2006) asserts, and 
they are observed in gender differences in human behavior.

Brain research tells us what ideology cannot: that a sizable portion of 
human behavior is neurological. Women’s brains are smaller than men’s, but 
they have a higher processing quality. The region at the base of the brain that 
includes the amygdala is involved in emotional arousal and excitement is 
about the same size in men and women. But women have a signifi cantly 
higher volume in the orbital frontal cortex than men do. This suggests, 
according to Gur et al. (2002), that when anger is aroused, women are better 
equipped than men to exercise self-control.

In his summary of recent neurological research, Cahill (2006) concludes 
that there are sex infl uences at all levels of the nervous system, from genes to 
behavior. Such research has shown sex differences in many areas of brain and 
behavior, including emotion, memory, vision, hearing, facial expressions, 
pain perception, navigation, neurotransmitter levels, stress hormone action 
on the brain, and diseases, including addiction. Recent animal research has 
increasingly documented new, often surprising, sex infl uences on the brain.

The picture of brain organization that emerges from Cahill’s perspective is 
of two complex mosaics—one male and one female. Investigators are increas-
ingly realizing that they can no longer assume that essentially identical pro-
cesses occur in men and women, notes Cahill, nor that identical therapies 
will produce identical results.

Right-Brain/Left-Brain Research

Our brain consists of two separate structures—a right brain and a left brain—
linked by a row of fi bers. In most people, the left side specializes in speech, 
language, and logical reasoning (a fact that has been known for years due to 
the impact of strokes on this or the other side of the brain). The right hemi-
sphere specializes in reading emotional cues (Cabeza, 2002). Much has 
been made of the differences in the kind of consciousness and in the func-
tioning of the right and left hemispheres of the brain (Saleebey, 2001). The 
left brain is equated with reasoning while the right brain has been presumed, 
almost contemptuously, to be more primitive than the left, feminine as 
opposed to masculine.

Andreasen (2001) indicates that the right hemisphere can be considered a 
companion language region, as we know from direct functional imaging 
observations. She cautions us therefore against too much simplifi cation in 
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breaking the brain into component parts. We almost never do only one men-
tal activity at a time. Advances in neuroscience have taught us to what extent 
the brain is a system; no single region can perform any mental or physical 
function without coactivation and cooperation from multiple other regions. 
“The human brain,” notes Andreasen, “is like a large orchestra playing a great 
symphony” (p. 85).

Scientifi c research throughout the 1990s revealed signifi cant differences 
in male and female learning styles and that these differences were related 
in part to brain structure. Shaywitz and Shaywitz (1995), for example, 
demonstrated through brain scanning that when listening to someone 
speak, men used the left side of their brains. Women, in contrast, used 
both sides of their brains to process the same information. The female 
brain, in other words, was found to be more decentralized. More recent 
studies, such as that by Cela-Conde et al. (2009) of Spain, asked males and 
females to examine photographs of natural landscapes. When they looked 
at a scene they deemed beautiful, both men and women had greater elec-
trical activity in one region near the top of the brain. In women, this acti-
vation occurred in both halves of the brain, but in men it was restricted to 
the right hemisphere.

Women, as Saleebey (2001) indicates, seem to be more hemispherically 
egalitarian than men. We see this in the impact of strokes, which are more 
clearly identifi able—right and left—in men than in women. Compared to 
men, women have more pathways between the right and left brains and 
between the right brain and body. The New Feminine Brain by brain scientist 
Mona Lisa Schulz (2005) applauds this difference as a unique female strength. 
This hyperconnectivity between the sides of the brain, Schulz suggests, 
enables women to make right-brain emotional hunches and to talk about 
them with left-brain language.

Several independent studies suggest that, for gay men, cognitive perfor-
mance on measures that typically elicit sex differences is shifted in a 
“female-like” direction (Rahman & Wilson, 2003). Klar (2004), in his inves-
tigation of brain hemispheres in male homosexuals, found differences that 
relate to left- and right-handedness and suggest a biological/genetic factor 
in sexual orientation. Research on the causes of transgenderism is pointing 
increasing to early brain development in the womb (van Wormer, 2007). 
There are thus many situations in which a child’s brain may say he/she is 
female while the genitalia are those of the male. Learning about the nature 
of transgenderism—and we still have a lot to learn—reinforces other 
research concerning the innateness of gender identity as male and female. 
The particular forms that such differences take, however (e.g., whether one 
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wears dresses or polishes one’s toenails), are socially constructed and vary by 
society.

PSYCHOLOGY OF GENDER

During the prepuberty period, girls mature much faster than boys. More 
boys than girls have best friends at school while the quality of their friend-
ships is different—girls’ friendships have a higher level of intimacy, 
exchange of confi dences, and caring (Newman & Newman, 2008). There 
is no doubt that the male/female physical differences are as pronounced as 
ever at this stage of development and that these differences coincide with 
psychological differences.

Studies of adolescent girls indicate that from the 7th to 10th grades, they 
regress in self-confi dence and intellectual development (Pipher, 1994). 
Obsessions with body image and efforts to appeal to the opposite gender take 
center stage. Given the salience of pressures toward role conformity, espe-
cially in high school, girls who are gender nonconforming have an especially 
diffi cult time.

Traditional theories of moral development equated maturity with the 
growth of independence and detachment from the primary relationships of 
childhood. In a radical break with the Freudian school, Jean Baker Miller 
(1976), a psychoanalyst by training, authored the groundbreaking book 
Toward a New Psychology of Women. Miller argued that girls and women 
developed their sense of self through intimate relationships with others. 
Inspired by Miller’s work and by her research on adolescent girls, psycholo-
gist Carol Gilligan further conceptualized gender differences in growth and 
development. Her now-classic study In a Different Voice (1982) revealed 
the key factors that went into young women’s decision making (whether to 
have an abortion). Her fi ndings effectively showed that the dominant theo-
ries of moral development were irrelevant to the life course of young 
women. Far from growing in the direction of social autonomy, young 
women were seen to develop their sense of self through intimate relation-
ships with family and friends. Caring and connectedness were the tran-
scending themes in their lives.

Gilligan’s methodology consisted of listening to women’s voices. From her 
interviews with 29 young women facing a decision on whether to end a preg-
nancy, she fi ltered out these three progressive stages of moral development: 
(1) orientation to personal survival, (2) goodness viewed as self-sacrifi ce, and 
(3) the morality of postconventional or nonviolent responsibility. At the most 
advanced level of maturity, women have learned to tend to their own interests 
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as well as to the interests of others. Gilligan concluded that women, unlike 
men, hesitate to prioritize justice in making decisions in that their decisions 
take into account the complexities of personal relationships.

A model can be considered useful and to possess power if it can explain 
both deviant or norm-breaking and normative behavior. In my view, Gilli-
gan’s model meets this test. Thus we can reverse her theory to explain its 
opposite—a failure in moral development can lead into criminal or other 
lawbreaking activity. This behavior can relate to the pursuit of selfi sh goals, 
such as stealing from another. Or the failure could represent involvement in 
a dysfunctional relationship or a surrender of the self to an addictive sub-
stance or behavior. Signifi cantly, Gilligan (1979) referred to this paradox of 
interconnectedness in an early paper: “Women’s moral weakness, manifest in 
an apparent diffusion and confusion of judgment, is thus inseparable from 
women’s moral strength, an overriding concern with relationships and respon-
sibilities” (p. 77).

In studies on problems facing adolescent girls, renewed attention was 
paid to Gilligan’s (1982) thesis that the way girls think, interact, and develop 
is psychologically distinctive from the male based model. Due to the grow-
ing awareness by educators of the disparities in the treatment of boys and 
girls in the coed classroom, and in the juvenile justice system, programs 
were designed as non-coeducational, with the needs of females specifi cally 
in mind.

In the 1990s, a great deal of attention was paid to girls’ psychological needs. 
The publication of works such as the American Association of University 
Women’s (AAUW) (1995) study How Schools Shortchange Girls and Mary 
Pipher’s (1994) Reviving Ophelia was accompanied by a wave of media 
accounts and follow-up studies questioning the premise that gender equality 
exists in U.S. schools. Evidence was provided in such studies as these to show 
that boys get the bulk of educational resources and are called on in class more 
frequently by teachers.

Why, asked Pipher (1994), are more American girls falling prey to depres-
sion, eating disorders, addictions, and suicide attempts than ever before? The 
answer, she found, is our look-obsessed, media-saturated society, a culture 
that stifl es girls’ creative spirit and natural impulses. Girls generally have a 
free spirit, she argued, until they reach puberty around age 11 or 12; then 
their confi dence and energy drop precipitously.

Gilligan’s model was tested in an academic paper that examined judicial 
rulings on the basis of gender. Martin, Epstein, and Boyd (2007) found that 
gender does make a difference in the rulings consistent with Gilligan’s model. 
The key fi nding of the study was that when a woman was present on a judicial 
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