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Social and self-perceptions of institutionalized
and noninstitutionalized juveniles
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The present study assessed the social- and self-perceptions of 71 institutionalized delinquents
and 210 noninstitutionalized high school students in an attempt to identify possible differences
in these perceptions and address the issue of labeling. Subjects were administered a semantic
differential instrument containing scales measuring self-perceptions and the social perceptions
of six status groups. The data were analyzed utilizing confinement status (institutionalized vs.
noninstitutionalized) and gender as control variables. Results revealed no difference between in­
stitutionalized and noninstitutionalized groups in self-perceptions; both were relatively positive.
The self-perceptions of institutionalized subjects were significantly higher than their perceptions
of problem teenagers and criminals. A variety of additional significant effects are also presented.
Possible interpretations of the findings, as well as implications for treatment methodology, recidi­
vism rate analyses, and future research are discussed.

Investigators (e.g ., Jurkovic, 1980; Lueger & Cadman,
1982) have shown interest in identifying the nature of the
cognitive variables associated with juvenile delinquency.
Specifically, research has focused on delinquents ' percep­
tions of themselves (self-perception or self-concept) and
on their perceptions of particular social status groups (so­
cial perception). Self-perception research itself has often
been concerned with the question of whether or not ap­
plication of the label "delinquent" promotes adolescent
identification and behavior that is consistent with the
label's implications (Becker, 1973) .

Jensen (1972) provided support for the possibility that
delinquents identify with assigned labels by demonstrat­
ing that juveniles who had been officially labeled as delin­
quent tended to think of themselves as delinquent to a
greater extent than those who had not been so labeled.
However, negative behavioral evaluations by certain per­
sons in a delinquent's life do not ensure that the delin­
quent will internalize these evaluations. Several studies
(Chassin, Eason, & Young, 1981; Chassin, Presson,
Young, & Light, 1981; Maher & Stein , 1968) have in
fact shown that institutionalized delinquents do not typi­
cally view themselves as delinquents.

Similarly, Jensen (1972) reported finding a negative
correlation between self-esteem and delinquency involve­
ment . However, other researchers (e.g., Fiedler & Bass,
1959) have demonstrated that delinquent subjects tend to
display more favorable self-perceptions than control sub­
jects. Regarding this latter finding, some investigators
(Eyo, 1981; Lund & Salary, 1980) have reported that
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delinquent subjects show more defensive attitudes in re­
lation to their self-perceptions than do control subjects.
Therefore, it seems tenable that a delinquent could con­
ceal a basic sense of worthlessness by attempting to con­
vey a positive self-perception.

A fmding that delinquents display positive self­
perceptions could also imply that delinquents possess
defensive attitudes about themselves that allow illegal be­
havior to be attributed to sources other than personal in­
adequacies. The way a delinquent attributes his/her ille­
gal behavior will impact upon what he/she will do to
change the behavior (Quicker, 1973). Ifblame is attributed
to personal inadequacies, as might be reflected in nega­
tive self-perceptions, delinquents may well try to modify
their own behavior in an attempt to conform more ade­
quately to society's conventional behavioral standards. If,
however, blame is attributed to general societal or juvenile
justice system inadequacies, as reflected in positive self­
perceptions, delinquents may continue to engage in ille­
gal behavior despite intervention.

Moreover, there is evidence that supports the position
that delinquent adolescents (Ganger & Sarason, 1973; Ma­
her & Stein, 1968) and adult offenders (Chang, 1977;
Chang & Iacovetta, 1981; Chang & Zastrow, 1976) tend
to display unfavorable social perceptions of groups as­
sociated with the juvenile and criminal justice systems,
respectively. These findings are consistentwith the posi­
tion that delinquents attribute their problems to social,
rather than personal, inadequacies. If this is in fact true,
then the frequent failure of intervention efforts and the
corresponding high rate of delinquency recidivism are
hardly surprising.

One purpose of the present study was to address the
labeling issue by determining the nature of the relation­
ship between the self-perceptions of a group of insti­
tutionalized delinquents and the delinquents' social per-
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ceptions of two status groups: problem teenagers and
criminals. Another purpose was to compare both the self­
and social perceptions of the institutionalized group with
the similar perceptions of a group of noninstitutionalized
adolescents to determine whether significant differences
were present.

METHOD

Subjects
The control subjects were 89 white male and 121 white female stu­

dent volunteers obtained from the study halls of a public high school.
These subjects ranged in age from 14 to 18 years (mean = 15.7 years) .
The institutionalized subjects consisted of 30 male and 41 female delin­
quents ranging in age from 12 to 18 years (mean = 15.9 years). The
institutionalized male subjects were drawn from a private minimum­
security juvenile institution and were selected by the staff on the basis
of Wide Range Achievement Test reading scores of a 6.5 grade level
or higher . This group was composed of all whites, except for one black
and one American Indian subject . The institutionalized female subjects
were volunteers from a state-supported minimum-security juvenile in­
stitution. This group was composed of the following: 22 white subjects,
10 black subjects , and 9 subjects from other ethnic groups .

Procedure
Till: instrument used for measuring perceptionswas a semanticdifferen­

tial scale consisting of 20 pairs of bipoloar adjectives , each of which
conveyed essentiallyopposite meanings (e.g., violent-nonviolent, sincere­
insincere) . The general semantic differential scale was developed by
Osgood , Sud, and Tannenbaum (1957), and the specific scale used in
this study had been employed previously by Chang and his colleagues
(Chang, 1977; Chang & Iacovetta, 1981; Chang & Zastrow, 1976) in
their studies of adult inmates ' perceptions .

Although the subjects were actually asked to rate a total of 12 status
groups (I group per semantic differential page), 6 of the status groups
merely served as filler items and were not intended to be relevant to
the specific research issues under consideration. Hence , only ratings
of the remaining 6 groups will be considered. These include: police
officers, criminals, social workers, problem teenagers, juvenile court
judges, and correctional officers. The subjects were asked to rate them­
selves on the final scale page ("I am" ). All ratings were made on a
5-point basis, with lower ratings indicating negative or unfavorable per­
ceptions .

The bipolar adjectives , the status-group categories , and the instruc­
tions were subjected to reading-level analyses (Dale & Chall, 1948a,
1948b; Dale & O'Rourke, 1979) to ascertain the probability of a per­
son with a low reading level being able to read and understand the as­
sessment instrument . The results of these analyses, along with field test
results obtained from 20 fourth- and fifth-grader s, demonstrated that
the instrument was sufficiently simple to permit reading and understand­
ing by the subjects selected for this study. The questionnaire was group
administered to all subjects , with the administrator providing assistance
to subjects as needed .

RESULTS

The sum of the 20 responses for each status group and
"I am" scale was computed for each subject. Group
means for the seven scales are shown in Table 1.

Seven separate one-way analyses of variance were con­
ducted to determine whether any differences existed
among the three ethnic institutionalized female groups in
their appraisal of each status-group scale and the " I am"
scales. (A significance level of .05 was adopted for the
evaluation of all statistical tests.) No significant group ef­
fects were obtained. In view of this, the data for all in­
stitutionalized females were pooled for all seven scales.

Table 1
Summary of Group Means with Sex of Subjects Control1ed

Institutionalized Noninstitutionalized

Status Groups Males Females Males Females

Police Officers
Criminals
Social Workers
Problem Teenagers
Juvenile Court Judges
Correctional Officers
I am

A separate 2 x 2 factorial weighted-means analysis of
variance was employed to determine what, if any, differ­
ence existed between gender and confinement status for
each scale. The results of these analyses indicated that
the gender factor was significant for the social workers
and correctional officers scales; institutionalized and non­
institutionalized females displayed significantly higher
perceptions of correctional officers than did institutional­
izedand noniostitutionalizedmales, respectively [F(1,277)
= 17.59, p < .001]. Likewise , the confinement-status
factor was significant for the police officers, criminals ,
social workers , problem teenagers, juvenile court judges ,
and correctional officers scales; the institutionalized sub­
jects displayed significantlyhigher perceptions of problem
teenagers [F(1,277) = 7.82, P < .01] and significantly
lower perceptions of correctional officers [F(1 ,277) =
24.49 , P < .001] than did noninstitutionalized subjects.
The gender x confinement status interaction was found
to be significant for the police officers, criminals , social
workers, and juvenile court judges status groups. Specific
comparisons were made through the use of simple-effects
analysis (Keppel, 1982). The results of these analyses are
briefly summarized as follows. The evaluation of gender
effects at specific levels of confinement status indicated:
(1) institutionalized males displayed significantly higher
perceptions of police officers [F(1,277) = 24.05, P <
.001] than did institutionalized females; (2) control males
displayed significantly higher perceptions of criminals
than did control females [F(I,277) = 6.23, p< .025];
(3) control females displayed significantly higher percep­
tions of police officers [F(1,277) = 7.45 , P < .01], so­
cial workers [F(1,277) = 21.18, P < .001], and juvenile
court judges [F(1,277) = 6.65 , p < .025] than did con­
trol males. The comparison of confinement-status effects
at specific gender levels indicated : (1) institutionalized
males displayed significanly higher perceptions of crimi­
nals than did control males [F(l,277) = 4.41, P < .05];
(2) institutionalizedfemales displayed significantly higher
perceptions of criminals than did control females
[F(l,277) = 38.93, P < .001] ; (3) control males dis­
played significantly higher perceptions of juvenile court
judges than did institutionalized males [F(l,277) = 5.09,
P < .05]; (4) control females displayed significantly
higher perceptions of police officers [F(l ,277) = 88.40,
P < .001], social workers [F(1,277) = 39.65 , p < .001],
and juvenile court judges [F(1,277) = 34.19, p < .001]
than did institutionalized females.



Inspection of Table 1 indicates that the self-perceptions
of both the institutionalized and the noninstitutionalized
subjects were relatively positive. In order to determine
the nature of the relationships between the institutional­
ized subjects' self-perceptions and their perceptions of
problem teenagers and criminals, respectively, two
separate, independent-groups t tests were performed. The
results of these analyses indicated that institutionalized
subjects displayed significantly higher perceptions of
themselves than of problem teenagers [t(l40) = 10.62,
P < .001] and criminals [(t(l40) = 11.78, P < .001] ,
respectively .

DISCUSSION

The present fmdingthat the self-perceptions of institutionalized delin­
quents were significantly higher than the delinquents' socialperceptions
of problem teenagersand criminals is consistentwith previous research
(Chassin, Eason, & Young, 1981; Chassin, Presson, Young, & Light,
1981; Maher & Stein, 1968) proposing that delinquents do not tend to
identify withdelinquent labelsor internalize society'snegative behavioral
evaluations. However, the drawing of firm conclusions on this point
is not warranted by the present data because of a second finding that
institutionalizedsubjects displayed significantly higher perceptions of
problemteenagersand criminals than did control subjects. It seems pos­
sible that institutionalized delinquents have higher regard for deviant
status groups than control subjects do, but that delinquentsnonetheless
perceive themselves in a favorable, rather than in a deviant, manner.
On the other hand, it is plausible that institutionalized subjects' self­
perceptions were higherthan theirsocialperceptions of problemteenagers
and crirninals because of the presence of defensive " self ' attitudes. If
this were the case, the difference between self-perceptionsand social
perceptions would seem to reflect this defensiveness.

Likewise, both institutionalizedand control subjects displayed self­
perceptions that were relatively positive and not significantlydifferent
from each other. This fmding could mean that delinquentsdo not tend
to internalize societal negative evaluations and that most simply have
positive self-concepts. Conversely, this fmding could be construed as
suggesting that delinquents possess defensive "self ' attitudesand that
obtained positive self-perceptions reflect attempts to cover up a basic
sense of worthlessness. However, one could argue that defensiveness,
if present, should have been manifested in deliquents displaying sig­
nificantly higher self-perceptions than controls. Such a finding , had it
been obtained, would have provided more convincing evidencefor the
position that delinquents are overly defensive of themselves.

Recallalso that institutionalized subjectstendedto displaysignificantly
more negative perceptionsthan did controls of status groups associated
with the legal role. This fmding is consistent with the results of past
studiesof adultandjuvenileoffenders(Chang, 1977; Change& Iacovetta,
1981; Chang & Zastrow, 1976; Maher & Stein, 1968). Taken in con­
junction with the fmdingsdescribed above, this result could mean that
the defensive self-perceptions of delinquents allowthemto attributeprob­
lematicbehaviorto societaland justice systeminadequacies,rather than
to personal inadequacies. However, it is possible that delinquentssim­
ply have negativeregard for statusgroups associatedwith the legal role
and that they possess favorableself-conceptsthat are relatively devoid
of deviant elements. Clearly, future research is needed to clarify these
issues.

In summary, the present fmdings have implications for treatment
methodology, recidivism-rate analyses, and future research. The fact
that gender differences surfaced in the analysis of social perceptions
implies that the gender variable needs to be considered when research
is conductedon the perceptionsof juveniledelinquents. The findingthat
institutionalized subjectsgenerallydisplayedmore negativeperceptions
of groups with legal-role affiliation than did controls implies that per­
sonnel throughout the juvenile justice system should be aware of the
possible presence of these perceptions. Furthermore, some alteration
of these perceptions might be attempted before proceeding with other
forms of intevention. Otherwise, various forms of treatmentmay be re-
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jectedand thusbe of minimal value in lessening the probability of recidi­
vism. Finally, before new behaviors can be taught to and internalized
by delinquents, they must first be convinced that their previous illegal
behaviorswere wrongand self-defeating. In short, delinquentsmustbe
convinced that their behavior merits change. The findings that institu­
tionalized subjects displayed relatively positive self-perceptions, thatthere
were no significant differences betweencontrolandinstitutionalized sub­
jects in self-perceptions, and that institutionalized subjects displayed
higher perceptionsof themselves than of problemteenagers and crimi­
nals impliesthat institutionalized delinquents mayoften fail to viewtheir
prior illegal behavior as being wrong and attributable to personal in­
adequancies. This faulty perception could also contribute to the rejec­
tion of treatment and to subsequent recidivism.
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