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INTRODUCTION

America is in the midst of a crime wave.  Every four seconds thieves take something that does not belong to them.  A burglary is committed every nine seconds.  A car is stolen every 30 seconds.  A robbery is attempted every 59 seconds.  Juveniles commit many of these thefts.
Juvenile theft is a common form of delinquent behavior that most children participate in at least once.  For the majority of juveniles, theft is merely an isolated incident.  For a smaller population of juveniles, theft is a part of “fitting in” with a peer group, and will be “outgrown” by young adulthood.  For a very small percentage of these delinquent youth, theft is a central part of a developing criminal lifestyle, and they may continue to steal or commit other illegal activities as adults.  Many of these chronic delinquents will end up in jail or prison.

Juvenile theft is usually an early indicator of other problems.  It is a symbolic way by which some juveniles display their unhappiness and insecurity.  Most children know that theft is wrong.  Nonetheless, they commit this wrongful act because it is a way of openly expressing their confusion and discontentment.  They do not yet have the maturity to handle these problems in less impulsive and healthier ways.
Experts in the field of crime and delinquency are concerned about the high rate of juvenile participation in illegal activity.  They realize that a variety of problems help to account for why so many young people break laws and exhibit destructive behaviors.  Most experts agree that difficulties within the family are a root cause of childhood behavioral problems: separation and divorce, domestic violence, abuse and neglect.  They also note the many social problems that can influence antisocial behaviors: peer pressure, poverty and escapism through alcohol and other drugs.  The issue is not only determining the causes of juvenile delinquency, but also discovering how to prevent it and reduce its negative affect on young people and society.
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Theft is one of the first delinquent acts juveniles commit.  Young children tend to begin stealing at or near home by taking objects or money from family members, friends, neighbors or local stores.  Juveniles who continue to steal, and who do not receive help in resolving their problems, can develop a negative pattern of behavior that may grow worse and result in more frequent and more serious delinquent acts.
It is important that parents, professionals and concerned citizens realize the dangerous implications of juvenile theft.  Juveniles who continue a pattern of theft tend to become involved in other, more serious delinquent behaviors.  In turn, the longer their delinquent behaviors persist, the more difficult they are to resolve.  An important approach to helping these children overcome their problems involves early identification and intervention.  Timely and appropriate intervention is important to helping these children resolve their problems and cease their delinquent behaviors.

                                                                                          Waln K. Brown, Ph.D.

                                                                                          Thomas A. Newnam, B.A.

                                                                                          Warren A. Rhodes, Ph.D.

                                                                                          William Gladden Foundation
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WHO COMMITS THEFT?
Statistics show that people under age 20 commit the majority of reported thefts in the United States.  The highest overall crime rates are among those people between the ages of 17 and 21.  Juveniles under age 18 are responsible for about 35% of all larcenies, including theft, purse snatching and pocket picking.  Juveniles also commit over 25% of all robberies.

WHAT IS JUVENILE THEFT?

Juvenile theft is the unlawful taking, carrying, leading or riding away of property from the possession of another by an individual under 18 years of age.  Juvenile theft may be committed with or without the use of force against another person or another person’s property.  Two other words for theft are STEALING and LARCENY.

WHY DO JUVENILES COMMIT THEFT?

Surveys show that almost all children admit to having taken something that does not belong to them.  For most children, theft is a rare occurrence that results from a combination of poor impulse control and the need for peer acceptance.  Many children get a thrill from the experience and give little thought to the possible consequences.  Like many other forms of delinquent behavior, theft also can be a symptom of underlying family problems.  Other reasons children steal include 1) for profit or material gain, 2) for revenge, 3) to prove to themselves or others how bold or adventurous they are, 4) as a disguised cry for help or 5) to support an expensive lifestyle or drug habit.

DO JUVENILES WHO COMMIT THEFT LACK IMPULSE CONTROL?

YES, studies suggest that juvenile delinquents in general tend to seek immediate instead of delayed rewards.  For example, a 16-year-old boy may drop out of school because he does not realize the value of an education.  This boy also may steal to meet immediate needs, instead of maintaining employment or receiving job training.  Many juvenile thieves view life in terms of taking what is readily available, rather than waiting and working toward future possibilities.  They also seldom appreciate the long-term consequences of their actions.
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WHAT IS “KLEPTOMANIA?”
The diagnosis of kleptomania applies when there is clear evidence of a chronic failure to resist impulses to steal objects for reasons other than monetary value or usefulness.  Juvenile kleptomaniacs generally have enough money to pay for the objects they steal.  They typically give the objects away, secretly return them or keep them hidden.  Juvenile kleptomaniacs usually show signs of depression, anxiety and guilt.

WHY DO SOME JUVENILES STEAL FOR PROFIT?

The profit motive is the central reason for stealing in only a small percentage of juvenile thefts.  Most juveniles steal for reasons other than profit.  The most common example of a juvenile who steals for profit is the drug-addicted youth who steals to support a drug habit, such as cocaine or heroin addiction.  Juveniles addicted to drugs generally steal anything they believe will get them money.  They also will usually steal from anybody, including family members.  Another example of a juvenile who steals for profit is the youth who is trying to display and expensive lifestyle by buying clothing, cars or other objects.  These youths usually have low self-esteem and believe that external symbols make them more attractive.

WHEN DOES JUVENILE THEFT BEGIN?

Children who steal show signs of antisocial behavior by age 12.  Other forms of dishonest behavior, such as lying or cheating, often precede the actual act of theft.  Rebellion and aggression at an early age also can be early warning signs that theft may become part of a child’s developing pattern of delinquent behavior.  Sometimes juvenile theft begins as a seemingly harmless act such as “borrowing” another person’s property without permission, or “picking up” and keeping a family member’s loose change.

WHAT IS THE TYPICAL PROGRESSION OF JUVENILE THEFT?

Juvenile theft is a form of delinquent behavior that tends to become more serious as a child’s overall pattern of delinquency develops.  The typical progression of delinquent behavior and juvenile theft is as follows.  1) The PRESCHOOL child is defiant, aggressive and beginning to show signs of emotional disturbance.  Stealing occurs primarily in the family and involves minor objects or small amounts of money.  2)  By ELEMENTARY SCHOOL, the child may be experiencing difficulties in school and at home.  A pattern of lying and cheating may be developing.  A child at this stage of delinquency dislikes following rules and is often involved in stealing as a way to impress peers.  3) As the pattern of delinquency continues into HIGH SCHOOL, behavioral and emotional problems become more serious.  The child typically is expelled or quits school, spends large amounts of time with a negative peer group and regularly continues stealing.  As the pattern of delinquency persists, the frequency of juvenile theft, the value of the stolen items and the degree of risk the child is willing to take tend to increase.
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HOW DOES PEER PRESSURE AFFECT JUVENILE THEFT?
Experts who study juvenile theft have noted that juvenile thieves generally work in groups.  The techniques, patterns and motives for theft are often learned through a process of group sharing.  Peer-group interaction provides and sustains a motivation not available to the single individual.  As in sports or other team activities, the group helps to direct each individual member.
WHAT IS A “THEFT SUBCULTURE?”

Some juveniles belong to groups where peers engage in theft.  This kind of group stealing is a “theft subculture.”  Juveniles who belong to a theft subculture often steal to show each other they have the courage and composure to get away with a dangerous activity.  These delinquent peer groups specialize in theft and generally steal more for thrills than profits.  Most juveniles reduce or cease their group stealing activities by age 16.

WHAT ARE THE MORE COMMON TYPES OF JUVENILE THEFT?

The FBI classifies theft in several ways.  Theft also is LARCENY in such cases as 1) stealing an item or property without force, violence or fraud, 2) shoplifting or 3) pocket picking.  The unlawful entry of a building to steal something is BURGLARY.  The taking or attempt to take something of value from the care, custody or control of a person by means of force, threat of force or violence is termed ROBBERY.  AUTO or MOTOR VEHICLE THEFT has its own separate classification.  Other more sophisticated forms of theft, such as embezzlement, fraud, forgery and counterfeiting are crimes not typically committed by juveniles.

WHAT IS JUVENILE SHOPLIFTING?
Juvenile shoplifting is the theft of merchandise from stores during regular operating hours by individuals under age 18.  Juvenile shoplifting is the most common form of juvenile theft.  Researchers estimate that about one of every three girls and two of every three boys have illegally removed merchandise from a store.
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DO JUVENILES SHOPLIFT ALONE OR IN GROUPS?

Like other forms of juvenile theft, shoplifting is usually a group activity.  Nearly 75% of juvenile shoplifters are in the company of other youths when caught.  Juvenile shoplifters typically divide the labor.  One youth acts as the “lifter,” while an accomplice plays the role of “lookout.”  Most juvenile shoplifters admit they prefer to have someone along for company and moral support.
WHY DO JUVENILES STEAL CARS?

Juvenile are responsible for over 50% of all car thefts in the US.  In most cases, juveniles who steal car have no intention of keeping or selling them.  The most common reason why juveniles steal cars is to take a “joy ride.”  Typically, juveniles will locate a car with the keys in the ignition, drive it around for the thrill of riding in a stolen car and then abandon it a few blocks away.  Most cars stolen for joy riding are recovered.

WHY DO JUVENILES COMMIT BURGLARY?

Juvenile burglars tend to have the same motives as other types of juvenile thieves.  They may steal for adventure, profit and peer acceptance or to support a drug habit.  Most juvenile burglars, unlike most other juvenile thieves, do not like to take the risk of stealing in the presence of their victims.  To avoid confrontation, most juvenile burglars will choose an unoccupied home or business to break into.

WHY DO JUVENILES COMMIT ROBBERY?
In addition to having the same motives as other juvenile thieves, juveniles who commit robbery also get emotional satisfaction from confronting the victim.  An adolescent may feel powerful and in control of his troubled life when he aims a gun at a store clerk and demands money from the cash register.  Studies suggest that the feelings of power and control by the use of a weapon or the threat of violence reflect a deep insecurity and emotional disturbance within the juvenile robber.
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DOES INCONSISTENT DISCIPLINE INFLUENCE JUVENILE THEFT?

YES, studies suggest that children raised with inconsistent discipline are likely to develop an antisocial attitude.  Children with an antisocial attitude are more likely to commit juvenile theft and other delinquent acts when parents or other authority figures 1) do not keep their promises, 2) fail to consistently enforce rules or 3) administer punishment in unpredictable ways.  Children who experience inconsistent discipline learn that their own behaviors have no relationship to predictable social consequences.  Children who do not trust society to deliver appropriate rewards or consequences tend to develop a socially detached and self-centered attitude.
WHAT FACTORS IN SOCIETY CONTRIBUTE TO JUVENILE THEFT?

Many experts believe that the high rates of juvenile delinquency and other problems related to children reflect unfavorably on the general state of American society.  The deterioration of the family unit is a major concern, with its high rates of divorce, domestic violence and other problems with family member relationships.  Television glorifies the “bad guy” image, and the media report about government officials, powerful individuals and corporations that manipulate the laws to their benefit.  Moral and ethical issues seldom receive discussion within the family unit, educational system or other social institutions.  American children find themselves surrounded by a “quick fix” society that focuses on the moment.  Juvenile theft and other delinquent acts are symbolic expressions of how American youth view society and their role in it.

WHAT HAPPENS TO JUVENILES CAUGHT COMMITTING THEFT?

Authorities have four general options when they catch juveniles committing theft.  They can 1) release them outright, 2) release them to parental custody, 3) turn them over to juvenile authorities for unofficial action and no arrest or 4) turn them over to juvenile authorities for official action and arrest.  Although not all juveniles caught committing theft experience official prosecution, most receive a record of a law violation.  Studies show that juveniles are four times more likely than are adults to have an official record of a law violation.

HOW CAN ADULTS HELP JUVENILES OVERCOME THEFT?
The keys to helping juveniles overcome theft and other delinquent behaviors are EARLY IDENTIFICATION and INTERVENTION.  Research shows that the sooner stealing behavior is discovered, and the sooner appropriate measures are taken to resolve the problems causing this form of delinquent behavior, the greater the potential that juveniles will cease stealing.  Conversely, those juveniles who continue to steal without being discovered and do not receive treatment for their problems tend to develop other delinquent behaviors that may persist into adulthood.  It is therefore important for parents to identify changes in their children’s behaviors and to seek immediate help.
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THE DEVELOPMENT OF MORAL DECISION-MAKING
Parents have a responsibility to teach their children the rules of society.  Children must learn these rules and experience emotional discomfort when violating them.  Theft is an immoral act that violates the rules of society, a delinquent behavior not tolerated from a child who should know the difference between right and wrong.  The following diagram shows that moral decision-making has three interconnected parts that must work together.  Like the links of a chain, weakening any link diminishes the ability to make moral decisions, and the child may commit theft.

(PLACE DIAGRAM HERE)
THINKING – Cognitive theory emphasizes the importance of thinking about what is right and wrong.  As children grow older, their moral concepts evolve from an early stages of thinking only about themselves and showing little concern for rules, to a mature stage of respecting the rights of others.  According to cognitive theory, children are less likely to steal when they 1) have a sense of conscience and a need to feel good about self, 2) feel concern for, and respect the rights of others.

FEELING – Psychoanalytic theory emphasizes the importance of feeling satisfaction for doing what is right and guilt for doing what is wrong.  This theory suggests that as children grow older and more mature, their ability to feel concern and compassion for other people also grows.  According to psychoanalytic theory, children are less likely to steal when they 1) have a sense of conscience and a need to feel good about self, and 2) when they feel concern for, and respect the rights of others.
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BEHAVING – Behavior theory emphasizes the importance of the situation on how children determine what is right and wrong behavior.  This theory suggests that as children grow older and more mature, they become better able to determine what behavior is in their own best interest and less dependent on parental guidance and peer pressure.  Of the three parts of moral decision-making, behavior may be the most important with regard to stealing.  This is true because stealing is a behavioral act, and whether a child steals is the final measure of determining the strength of the “chain” of moral decision-making.  According to behavior theory, children are less likely to steal when 1) the situation is such that getting away with stealing would be difficult, and 2) they are not experiencing peer pressure to steal.

DISCUSSION – It is important to realize that all three links in the “chain” of decision-making are important.  According to these theories, those children least likely to steal 1) believe that stealing is wrong and understand the consequences of their actions, 2) feel good about themselves when they show concern for, and respect the rights of others and 3) are not in a tempting situation or contending with peer pressure to steal.  Studies suggest that young children are more easily influenced to steal by circumstances such as tempting situations or peers than by internal thoughts and feelings.  This is especially true when children have a strong need or desire for an item.  By age 16, however, most children develop a strong and lasting “internal guidance system” that allows them to use proper moral judgment and resist the temptation to steal.
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COMMON REASONS WHY JUVENILE STEAL

By the time most children reach first grade, they know it is wrong to steal.  Nonetheless, most children will illegally take property that is not their own at least once before their 18th birthday.  What follows is a list of the more common reasons why juveniles steal.

PEER PRESSURES – Most children seek acceptance by their peers.  They usually go through stages when they talk, act and dress like their friends.  Children also experiment with different values, beliefs and behaviors within a peer group.  This is how they learn to get along with others and fit into society.  When peers pressure a child to steal, he or she may take part in this unlawful activity to gain acceptance as one of the group.

THRILLS AND EXCITEMENT – Many children enjoy “flirting with danger” and taking risks.  Thrill seeking and the need for excitement are a natural part of the process of growing up and a means to discover personal strengths and weaknesses.  Children have different levels of need for excitement, depending upon their personalities and backgrounds.  A child may commit theft once or many times “just for the fun of it” when 1) his or her level of moral judgment is immature, 2) his or her need for adventure is high and 3) other, more constructive, activities such as games and sport are unavailable.
REVENGE – Some children steal for revenge against a person or institution they feel has mistreated them.  The high school dropout who breaks into school to steal sports equipment is an example.  He may feel anger toward certain teachers and blame “the school” for his academic problems.  When children steal for reasons of revenge, they usually are more interested in hurting the intended victim than acquiring stolen goods.  Along with theft, these juveniles often engage in vandalism and the destruction of property.
IMPULSIVITY – Children tend to be impulsive and immature in their ability to control strong emotions.  Many children steal or commit other delinquent acts “on impulse,” giving little or no consideration to the consequences of their actions.  Immature children are particularly susceptible to respond to pressures from peers impulsively.  They tend to get caught-up in the moment and to override their internal judgment.  Looking back on the situation, these children often regret their impulsive actions.  Impulsivity tends to weaken as children grow older and gain maturity.
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AS A SYMPTOM OF EMOTIONAL PROBLEMS – Some children who are struggling with emotional problems steal because they have an unconscious desire to be caught.  They often engage in delinquent activities to gain attention from parents or others significant adults.  Emotionally disturbed children who steal are often “careless” in their attempts to avoid being caught.  The theft may be a distress signal or disguised cry for help.
TO SUPPORT A DRUG HABIT OR EXPENSIVE LIFESTYLE – Children who are addicted to alcohol or other drugs, or who are attempting to maintain an expensive lifestyle, may steal to support their habit.  Theft may become part of a vicious cycle that requires progressively more money for more drugs or more possessions.  Children whose identities become dependent upon drugs and possessions are at great risk of harming themselves or others.

TO MEET AN IMMEDIATE NEED OR DESIRE – Children who steal to meet an immediate need or desire are responding to circumstances that they feel are beyond their control.  Children may steal food if they are hungry or clothing to keep them warm when there is no other immediate alternative.  Peer pressure also can influence a child to steal an item, such as a popular piece of clothing, if everyone else in the peer group is wearing it.  These children are seeking immediate gratification because they are unable to delay their needs.

TO SHOW OFF – Children sometimes try to impress their friends by showing off.  Some children engage in delinquent activities such as theft in an effort to prove to themselves or others how bold and adventurous they are.  The greater the risk involved in the theft, the more status they receive from peers.  The primary motive in this type of theft involves gaining the attention of others, rather than the monetary value of the stolen item.
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BEHAVIORAL AND EMOTIONAL WARNING SIGNS
ASSOCIATED WITH JUVENILE THEFT

Experts in the field of juvenile delinquency consider theft a strong indicator that a youth may become involved in other delinquent activities.  This does no mean, however, that all juveniles who exhibit one or more of the following behavioral or emotional warning signs will commit theft or be involved in other delinquent acts.  Rather, the reader should view theft as a symptom commonly shared by most juvenile delinquents.

· Has a history of taking things as a toddler

· Has a history of chronic rule violations at home

· Has a history of chronic rule violations at school

· Has a history of chronic truancy

· Has a history of chronic lying

· Has a history of chronic cheating

· Has a history of chronic manipulation

· Has a history of chronic alcohol abuse

· Has a history of chronic drug abuse

· Has a history of cruelty to people or animals

· Has a history of aggressive or violent behavior

· Has a history of destroying objects or property

· Has a history of sexual misconduct

· Has friends or peers who steal

· Has family members who steal or commit other crimes

· Has difficulty maintaining friendships

· Blames others for his or her own personal problems

· Shows little or no respect for rules or the law

· Shows little or no respect for the rights of others

· Shows no guilt or remorse for personal misconduct
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FAMILY PROBLEMS ASSOCIATED

WITH JUVENILE THEFT

There is a strong relationship between juvenile theft and family problems.  Some juveniles who steal learn this and other delinquent behaviors from family members.  Some other juveniles who steal do so to get back at a family member or members for a real or imagined injustice.  However, most juveniles who steal are reacting to family stress or disharmony.  Their stealing often begins as a symbolic way of expressing their unhappiness and confusion about what is happening within the family.  What follows is a list of family problems HIGHLY ASSOCIATED with juvenile theft.
· Alcohol abuse by one or more family member

· Arguing or fighting among family members

· Drug abuse by one or more family member

· Emotional abuse or neglect by a family member

· Excessive discipline by parents

· Family experiencing financial difficulties

· Family experiencing medical problems

· Family experiencing psychological problems

· History of criminal behavior in the family

· History of suicide gestures or attempts in the family

· Inconsistent discipline by parents

· Lack of parental discipline

· Lack of effective communication between family members

· Lack of meaningful relationships between family members

· One or both parents are often absent from home

· One or both parents are suffering from low self-esteem

· One or both parents are suffering from depression

· One or both parents feel insecure in their parental role

· One family member is afraid of another family member

· Overcrowding in the home

· Parental separation or divorce

· Parents’ expectations of child are unrealistic

· Physical abuse or neglect by a family member

· Privacy rights and boundaries not respected by family members

· Recent death of a family member

· Remarriage of one or both parents to other people

· Sexual abuse by a family member
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HOW PARENTS CAN REDUCE THE RISK OF THEIR CHILDREN
PARTICIPATING IN THEFT AND OTHER DELINQUENT ACTIVITIES
Parents are the most important people in their children’s lives.  They are the role models who exert the greatest influence on what their children learn and how they behave.  Children respond to and copy their parents’ moods and behaviors.  Parents who have problems tend to have children who have problems also.  It is therefore very important that parents realize the ways in which they conduct themselves has a direct effect on their children’s conduct.  What follows is a list of approaches that can help parents develop healthy family relationships and reduce the risk of their children participating in theft or other delinquent behaviors.

· Agree upon and follow rules of conduct

· Allow children to help make family decisions

· Be consistent in your own behavior

· Be consistent in the use of rewards and consequences

· Be aware of any radical changes in children’s behaviors

· Be sensitive to each child’s needs

· Create and maintain a stable family environment

· Develop at least one mutual family interest

· Develop and maintain healthy family relationships

· Discuss individual and family problems

· DO NOT physically, sexually or emotionally abuse children

· DO NOT neglect the physical or emotional needs of children

· Express love and affection

· Give each child age-appropriate duties and responsibilities

· Help with homework

· Help each child develop mature moral judgment

· Help each child set goals and develop interests

· Know the whereabouts and the companions of each child

· Master your own personal problems

· Meet each child’s friends and their parents

· Meet each child’s teachers

· NEVER stop believing in each child’s potential

· Reward positive behavior changes

· Seek professional help, when needed

· Set a good example through your own behaviors

· Set an age-appropriate evening curfew for each child

· Spend time together as a family

· Support each child’s positive interests and goals

· Take interest in each child’s interests

· Teach children to respect the rights of others
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SOURCES OF HELP AND INFORMATION

 ABOUT JUVENILE THEFT

Juvenile theft is a complicated issue that may require specialized help.  The following is a list of agencies and professionals to contact for help with juvenile theft.  The telephone book is the easiest source to locate these services.

JUVENILE PROBATION OFFICE – Most counties have at least one judge and one probation officer responsible for juvenile and family court matters.  Their job is to know the legal and behavioral aspects of delinquency, including juvenile theft, as well as the community services available to children experiencing this behavioral problem.

Telephone #

POLICE DEPARTMENT – Police departments usually have at least one juvenile officer.  Children who steal are breaking the law.  They may benefit from police intervention BEFORE their delinquent behavior causes them further harm or harms other people.  They also may stop their delinquent behavior if they know the police are aware of their activities.

Telephone #
MENTAL HEALTH CENTER – Most counties have a counseling center where professionals trained in diagnosing and treating emotional and behavioral problems are on staff.  A staff psychiatrist, psychologist or counselor can administer and interpret psychological tests and provide counseling for juveniles involved with theft.

Telephone #

CHILDREN AND YOUTH SERVICES – Most communities have a local agency that specializes in matters related to children.  These trained professionals deliver services to children having social, emotional or behavioral problems.  They also can make referrals to other agencies and professionals that specialize in juvenile theft or juvenile delinquency.
Telephone #

PSYCHIATRIST OR PSYCHOLOGIST IN PRIVATE PRACTICE – Psychiatrists and psychologists can administer and interpret psychological tests to determine the causes of a child’s delinquent behavior.  They also can provide counseling services to help the child resolve the problems that create a need to steal or commit other delinquent acts.
Telephone #
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