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Webinar Learning Objectives 

Identify and describe 
risk factors for gang 
membership 

Evidenced Based 
Practices for Treating 
Issues Related to US 
Hispanic and Latino 
Adolescent Street 
Gang Membership 

Understand the role of  
prevention models and 
approaches to consider to 
effectively engage youth 
gangs   

1 3 2 



 

 Growth of street gangs in the U.S. calls for a comprehensive strategy to deal 
with problem  
 

 Understanding gangs requires knowledge of heterogeneity of Hispanic/Latino 
population, immigration and transnational processes  
 

 Course focuses on Hispanic/Latino youth street gangs in the U.S.  
 

 Course explores the growth of Hispanic/Latino communities and  risk for youth 
street gangs 

•     
 

Introduction 
 



Once an individual is incarcerated, what is the likelihood 
that they will join a gang? 
 
Somewhat likely (10%) 
Likely (50%) 
Very likely (over 80%) 
 

Polling Question #1 



What Country has the most people incarcerated, per 
capita? 
 
Iraq 
El Salvador 
United States 
 

Polling Question #2 



 
Indicators of Gang Membership 



•   A Youth Street Gang has been defined as an identifiable group of youngsters 
who: 
 

(a) are generally perceived as a distinct aggregation by others 
 

(b) recognize themselves as a street identifiable group (almost invariably with a 
group name) 

 
 
 
 
 

• (Reference: Klein 1971; Klein and Maxson 2006) 

Definition of a Gang 
 



 

 Identifying gang members on the street can be challenging. 

 

 Law enforcement, educational institutions, and social service agencies and 
others use varying characteristics in defining and identifying gangs and gang 
members. 

 

 Hispanic/Latino youth often are mistaken  

•     for gang members. 

 

 For Latino youth this creates atmosphere  

•     of fear and intimidation among youth. 

 

Identifying Street Gangs 
 



•   
 Stereotypical images and stories abound in the public media.  

 
 Street gangs engage in fighting for various reasons such as territory, prestige, 

honor and females. Their violence may largely be related to expressive 
reasons.  

•   
 Drug gangs are characterized by their engagement in drug dealing and 

trafficking. Their violence is basically related to instrumental functions such as 
enforcement of market advantages and the collection of debts.  

 

Differences in Hispanic Street Gangs 



Understanding Variations in Hispanic/Latino Gangs 
 

According to Valdez (2006) gangs vary in their composition on five key characteristics:  
 

Illegal 
Activities 

Drug Use 
Patterns 

Violent 
Behavior 

Adult 
Influences 

Gang 
Organization 



Typology of Hispanic/Latino Gangs 
 
On the basis of these dimensions a four-fold typology of Hispanic/Latino gangs is proposed:  

 
Criminal 

Adult 
Dependent 

Criminal 
Non-Adult 
Dependent 

Barrio 
Territorial Transitional 



• While males are typically self-identified gang members, females are distinct in 
that they are integrated into gang life through various affiliations, other than 
being a gang member (Valdez 2007).  
 

 Some distinct types of women associated with gangs are:  

 

Young Females and Male Gang Members 

Girlfriends (wives, 
sweethearts) 

Good Girls 
(sisters, relatives, 
childhood friends) 

Relatives  
(sisters, cousins) 

Hood Rats  
(party girls, sluts, 

bad girls) 



 

• Scientific literature continues to describe the psychological differences between 
gang, delinquent and conventional youth.  Researchers have concluded that 
gang members are: socially inept, have lower self-esteem, less committed to 
school, engaged in more risk-seeking behavior, have sociopathic 
characteristics, have lower communication levels with their parents, impulsive, 
current data indicates exposure to high rates of trauma. 
 

Gang Member Demographics & Psychosocial Profiles 
 



 
 

 Majority of the gangs are involved in illegal activities such as theft, drug 
dealing and violence; and are more likely to use lethal violence than in the 
past. The gang’s organizational hierarchy varies depending on the need for 
such a structure.  

 

 Social change engendered by globalization and the process of acculturation of 
Hispanic/Latinos, seems to erode traditional intergenerational ties that 
provided some modicum of social support as well as stimulating ever more 
severe variants of urban street gang violence (Vigil, 2003).             
 

Summary – Gang Types  
 



 
 

 OBJECTIVE 
Identify and describe risk factors for gang 

membership  
 



 
 There is no single explanation as to why Hispanic/Latino adolescents join 

gangs or why some adolescents do not join. 
•   

 

 Multiple factors are continually interacting with each other to exert influence 
on an individual’s susceptibility for gang involvement.  
 

 
 Features that promote participation in youth gangs are known as  risk factors 

that may increase the probability of an adolescent joining a gang. 
•                 

 

Who is Likely to Join a Gang? 
 



• Risk factors associated with adolescents joining Hispanic/Latino gangs are 
organized into five categories adapted from the ecological framework: 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

• Source: Adapted Ecological Framework for Risk Factors Associated with Hispanic/Latino Adolescent Gang Membership 
(National Youth Violence Prevention Center, 2005) 

 

Who is Likely to Join a Gang? 
 

Individual 

Family 

Peer 

School 

Community Influence 



 

 Individual level risk factors are identified as those behaviors or characteristics 
that will influence that person’s risk of joining a gang.  

 

 It is important to understand these factors in order to avoid mislabeling or 
stigmatizing adolescents because they possess a certain characteristic.  

 

 The developmental framework is key to understand what appropriate behavior 
is at certain ages.  

 

Individual Level Risk Factors 



Individual Level Risk Factors 

Prior Delinquency 

• Early onset of 
delinquency 
including theft, 
burglary, fighting 
and destruction 
of property. 

Alcohol/Drug Use 

• Early onset of 
substance use 
including alcohol, 
marijuana, 
cocaine, heroin, 
etc.  

Antisocial 
Problem 

Behaviors 

• History of 
aggression, 
violence, 
depression, 
rebelliousness, 
early risky sexual 
behavior and 
other risk taking 
behaviors.  

Childhood Trauma 

• History of 
childhood 
maltreatment or 
abuse including 
sexual, physical 
and emotional.  



•   

• The role of the family has been an important predictor in understanding 
adolescents association with street gangs.  

 

 Two types of family risk factors have been identified as contributing to gang 
membership among Hispanic/Latino adolescents – family structure and family 
process characteristics.  

 

Family Level Risk Factors 
 



•   

 One of the most important risk factors found in gang studies is that an 
adolescent is much more likely to engage in gang activity if his or her peers 
are in gangs or involved in delinquent behavior.  

 

 The influence of negative peer networks on an adolescent’s gang membership 
is maintained by patterns of peer reciprocity, obligation and social support.   

 

Peer Level Risk Factors 
 



 
• School factors have been less likely to be examined as potential determinants of 

gang membership.  

 

 The research that exists demonstrates school related variables are important risk 
factors.  

 Youth involved in gangs are less committed to school than their non-gang 
counterparts.  

 Lack of school attachment results in academic failure, truancy, and other 
problematic behaviors that ultimately result in the adolescent dropping out of 
school and joining a gang.  

 

School Level Risk Factors 
 



 

 Research on community-level risk factors has focused on neighborhood social 
isolation and social disorganization characteristics as predictors of delinquent 
behavior.  

 

 Social disorganization is defined as communities in which the presence of high 
crime rates, violence, poor housing and general deterioration exist.  

 

 Communities where there is social disorganization, social isolation and a lack 
of social capital are conducive to the establishment of gangs.  

•             
 

Community Level Risk Factors 



•   

• No single indicator of gang involvement in adolescents but rather a multiplicity of 
warning signs.  Potential warnings signs: 

 Increased conflict with family members (i.e. curfew violation, lack of 
communication) 

 Changes in behavior 

 Changes in attitudes about school 

 Discipline problems at school including lower grades 

 Changes in style of dress 

 Suspected drug and alcohol use   

 Increase in material possessions and cash 
 

Warning Signs of Gang Membership 
 



• The following are community characteristics associated with the emergence of 
gangs in Hispanic/Latino neighborhoods: 
 

Gangs in Your Community (Cont.) 
 



       

 Spectrum of Youth Street Gangs 

angs: Prevention and Intervention Strategies for 
Service Providers 

33 

 

              

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Source: Kaplan et. al 2010 

Criminal Gang 
 

 Traditional Gang 
 

Delinquent Youths 
 

Troublesome Youths 
 

Mildly Deviant Youths 
 

Normal Youths  

 
Criminal 
Zone 
 
 
 
Drift Zone 
 
 
 
Normal 
Zone 
 
 



 
• OBJECTIVE 

• Evidenced Based Practices for Treating Issues Related 
to US Hispanic and Latino Adolescent Street Gang 

Membership 
 



 
 The current consensus of informed opinion holds that there is no single 

strategy or easy solution for Hispanic/Latino gang problems.  
 

 A promising approach is to think of different strategies that can be combined 
in meaningful ways.  
 

 Drug using behavior and the attachment to the gang can be significantly 
reduced by evidenced based and culturally relevant interventions.  

What strategy works best to address gang problems? 
 



•   

 Comprehensive community mobilization strategies involving the participation of 
broad-based community coalitions ranging from the police and prosecutors to 
street outreach workers. 
 

 In order to be effective strategies needs to offer enhanced options to 
incarceration and probation; including  employment-training programs in either 
after care or alternative sentencing forms as well as integrated substance 
abuse and mental health services. 

 

What strategy works best to address gang problems? 
(cont.) 
 



 

• There is a wide range of theories, both scientific and “faith-based” that have 
guided and legitimized the development and implementation of prevention and 
intervention programs and strategies targeting gangs. These theories can be 
roughly classified as “individual-oriented” or “environment-oriented”. 

 

Evidenced Based Strategies-  
Theoretical Background 



 
•   

• Intervention Programs: provide services and undertake actions directed to 
active gang members.  

 

 Common across both intervention and prevention programs and strategies has 
been the scarcity of a science-based evaluation of their impact.  
 

 

Evidenced Based Strategies 
Intervention 



•  Individual-oriented Intervention Strategies 
 

•  Youth-oriented Treatment 
 

•  Psychosocial Intervention 
 

•  Cultural Relevance 
 

•  Environment-oriented Programs 
Local Community Organizing and Mobilization 

 

Intervention/Treatment Strategies  
 



1. Detached Worker Programs 
 

2.  Crisis Intervention 
 

3.  Specific programming  
 

4.  Gang Summits and Truces 
 

5.  Emergency Room Intervention and Victim Programs 

 

Other Intervention Strategies 



 

• The “Community-Based Gang Intervention Model” is an integrated approach of 

service delivery that addresses the various systemic and institutional barriers 

that gang involved youth and their families encounter in their daily lives. 

 

Community Based Gang Intervention Model 
 



 

 Los Angeles neighborhood-based approached started in 2007 

 The goal is to reduce gang influence on the lives of youth 

 Uses prevention, intervention, re-entry, and suppression methods  

 

Gang Reduction & Youth Development (GRYD) 
 



• Gang suppression approaches make primary use of criminal justice system to 
reduce gang activity.  
 

 Criminal justice agencies involved with gang suppression include local and 
federal law enforcement, DA’s, and courts including pretrial services, and 
parole as well as corrections institutions.  
 

 These strategies appear to be effective in the short term but not necessarily 
have long term lasting effects in controlling gang crime.  
 

 Youth gang suppression strategies include community policing, as well as 
peacemaking negotiations and voluntary disarmament.  

 

Law Enforcement Suppression Intervention 
 



• Gradually, the principles of community policing have been emerging to provide 
an alternative to the “lock them up” gang suppression strategy. Emerging 
approach tends to be:  

 

Multidimensional 
Citizen-involved  
Pragmatic 
Problem-solving in its orientation  

 
 
(Spergel, 1995) 

 

Law Enforcement Suppression Intervention 



• Street Youth intervention efforts need to: 

 Be culturally competent and address the particular needs not being fulfilled by 

other social institutions. 
 

 Help change the negative perceptions of adolescent social issues. 
 

 Highlight the strengths already being practiced within street youth activity.  
 

 Encourage acceptable pro-social behaviors. 
 

 Address root causes that have failed these youth. 
 

 Engage youth to become actively involved in their community!  

 

Implications for Practice 
 



 

 Framing of adolescent social issues as “wellness and healing” 

treatment approach not a criminal issue. 

 Be genuine, respectful, and strength-based. 

 Learn about the culture, accept it, let the youth be the expert and 

teach you about it.  

 Refrain from telling youth to stop doing something because they 

will defy and continue to do it.  

 Rather, create goals on what youth can do instead.   

 

Implications for Practice (Cont.) 
 



 

• When families, schools, churches, and communities do not meet the needs of 

“OUR” Youth, street models can become more attractive leading itself to 

adolescent social issues of delinquency, gangs, drugs, teen pregnancy, 

prostitution, street life, homelessness and despair. 

 

Systemic Breakdown 
 



•   

• OBJECTIVE 
• Understand the role of  prevention models and 
approaches to consider to effectively engage youth 

gangs   
 



•   

 The process by which a young person becomes a gang member is a gradual 
one. Youths typically hang out with gang members for up to one year before 
making a commitment to join .  

 

 Prevention strategies recognize the importance of this acclimation period, 
targeting both the general population of youth and at-risk (delinquent) youth 
at this stage.  

 

 Approaches applicable to the general population involve information 
dissemination, education, and skills training to build resistance to cultural and 
peer-group pressure to join a gang. 

Prevention Strategies 
 



 The importance of gang prevention lies in the theory that it is much more 
cost-effective to prevent youth from joining a gang than it is to intervene on 
these same youth at a later stage in their criminal career.  
 

 Research demonstrates that most gang members are already involved in 
delinquent activities before they join a gang and therefore the prevention of 
gang involvement needs to be placed in the general context of youth 
delinquency. 

 

Prevention Programs  
 



 

 Individual 
 

 Family 
 

 Community 
 

 School 
 

 Peer 

Prevention Strategies at Different Levels 
 



• Strategies: 

1. Community Organization 

2. Improving Conditions and Creating Opportunities 

3. Early Childhood Programs 

4. School-Based Programs 

5. Afterschool Activities 

Other Prevention Programs  
 



•   

 It is becoming increasingly evident that progress in intervention and 
prevention program development is being hindered by the lack of science-
based evaluation to provide a comprehensive understanding of both the 
process and impact of well-intentioned and well- funded programs.  
 

 Community engagement and mobilization is important in the Hispanic/Latino 
communities.  

 

Summary 
 



 
 The main challenge, however, is to unite science-based evaluation as well as 

the integration of culturally relevant elements.  
 
 States and communities must understand that gangs are a product of a wide 

range of individual, family, and societal risk and resilience factors.  

 

Summary 
 



 
 The available evidence suggests that the most effective gang programs draw 

upon both community and governmental resources.  
 

 It also appears that long-term success requires long-term commitment and 
there are no short-cut solutions to this problem. 

 

Summary 
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