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Child victims of maltreatment (abuse or neglect) are at higher risk of delinquency.  When children 
experience both maltreatment and delinquency, they generally face more challenges and 
experience poorer outcomes across many factors.  Hispanics are the fastest-growing minority in 
the U.S. and have unique cultural and familial considerations.  This study sought to explore how 
adjudicated Hispanic youths with maltreatment history (also referred to as “dually identified 
youths”) compare to Hispanic youths involved only in the juvenile justice system across 
psychosocial risk factors and indicators of risk.  In El Paso County, Texas, on the U.S.-Mexico 
border, the researchers matched the records of 255 adjudicated Hispanic juvenile offenders with 
Child Protective Services’ (CPS) records to identify those with a substantiated maltreatment 
history.  The researchers found that 37 youth (14.5 percent) had been involved in at least one 
confirmed CPS case.  Dually identified juveniles were more likely to have a mental health 
diagnosis, a court-appointed attorney (used as a proxy for general socioeconomic status), and a 
close family member with substance abuse problems or criminal justice involvement.  On average, 
dually identified youths faced a larger number of these challenges combined than the youths 
involved only in delinquency.  These findings are discussed in light of prior research on dually 
identified populations, with implications for juvenile justice and child protective services policy, 
and research on Hispanic juveniles. Keywords: Risk factors, mental health, juvenile delinquency, 
maltreatment, minority youth               

 
CHALLENGES TO HISPANIC YOUTH WITH BOTH DELINQUENCY AND MALTREATMENT HISTORY 

 
Child abuse and neglect affect millions of youths each year.  In 2013, child protective services in 
the United States responded to nearly 3.2 million reports of child maltreatment.  Through these 
investigations, authorities substantiated maltreatment allegations for approximately 679,000 cases, 
or 9.1 of every 1,000 children (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2015).  Due to 
the secretive nature of child maltreatment, underreporting is a major concern (Finkelhor, 2014; 
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Gilbert, Kemp et al., 2009; Swahn et al., 2006).  Thus, the true proportion of maltreated children 
is certainly higher than these figures suggest.  
 
In addition to the direct physical and emotional dangers maltreated (i.e., abused and neglected) 
children face (Gilbert, Spatz Widom et al., 2009), they are at higher risk of being involved in 
delinquency (Johnson, Ereth, and Wagner, 2004).  This fact appears to be true regardless of 
whether the children are formally charged and regardless of the seriousness of the offense (Smith 
& Thornberry, 1995).  For example, Ryan and Testa (2005) found delinquency rates were 
approximately 47 percent higher among youths who were involved with at least one substantiated 
maltreatment allegation than those among non-maltreated youths.  Another study by English, 
Widom, and Brandford (2002) indicated that maltreated youth were 4.8 times more likely to be 
arrested as a juvenile than were controls.  In a large study by Swahn et al. (2006) of the youths in 
detention centers, 83 percent reported having been physically abused.  The clear overlap between 
delinquency and maltreatment has spurred interest in research about these crossover youths.  
Crossover youths, in the broadest definition, include youths who have both maltreatment and 
delinquency needs, though not necessarily at the same time (Herz, Ryan, and Bilchik, 2010).  There 
is a need to better understand this population’s characteristics and the interaction (or lack thereof) 
between government programs that respectively oversee child welfare and juvenile misconduct 
(Herz et al., 2012).  In order to improve outcomes for crossover youths, their unique risks and 
needs must be understood (Dowden & Andrews, 1999), and effective interventions must be 
designed and implemented.  
 
Obstacles to Research of and Interventions With Crossover and Dually Identified Youths 

Research on crossover youths is difficult for a variety of reasons.  Due to underreporting, these 
youths may have no formal involvement with the agencies intended to serve them and, therefore, 
may go unidentified.  However, a subpopulation of crossover youths is more easily identified.  
These youths are called dually identified (DI; Wiig & Tuell, 2013).  DI youths are crossover youths 
who have received interventions from both CPS and the juvenile justice system (JJS), thus creating 
some record thereof.  Their involvement in CPS may have been resolved and closed, or it may be 
concurrent with their delinquency involvement. 
 
Unfortunately, even when a juvenile has been identified as a crossover youth, there are many 
obstacles to concerted intervention.  Child welfare and juvenile justice organizations are frequently 
separate entities.  Because of this separation, there are often policy differences and gaps in 
communication.  When involvement in both systems is known, laws regarding information 
sharing, combined with disparate systems and software for keeping records, and sometimes 
separate jurisdictions, can make it a daunting task to identify and collaborate on DI juveniles’ best 
interests (Herz et al., 2012) and presents a challenge for researchers who wish to better understand 
who these youths are.   
 
Further complicating the proper identification of crossover youths is that their status may change 
at any of the many points in their system involvement.  For example, a juvenile may have an open 
child welfare case at the time of his or her own arrest or may have had an open case in the past that 
has since closed.  Additionally, the need to involve CPS may become apparent only during the 
delinquency investigation or, in some cases, a youth may need to be discharged from a correctional 
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facility, but the home circumstances indicate that maltreatment is likely to occur (Cusick, George, 
& Bell, 2009), thus involving CPS only after the delinquency case is closed. All of these challenges 
in studying the crossover population have resulted in lingering gaps in the knowledge of their 
circumstances, characteristics and, therefore, appropriate interventions. 
 
When gaps in communication exist, intervention efforts may be less effective, or even needlessly 
burdensome, on DI youths and their families.  As Wiig and Tuell (2013) suggest, communication 
gaps may lead to duplication of services and treatment plans that address only part of the problem.  
For example, the JJS may focus on a youth’s substance use, whereas CPS may focus on parental 
substance use.  If both systems could fully collaborate on these issues, perhaps the family could 
benefit from interventions that are more holistically tailored to its needs (often called 
“wraparound” services; e.g., Carney & Buttell, 2003), such as using family-based interventions 
targeting substance use (see Wiig & Tuell, 2013, for a review of promising interventions). 
 
Unique Risks Faced by Dually Identified Youths 

To date, some studies have managed to gather data on DI youths from both organizations in which 
they have involvement.  Those studies that have examined DI youths found concerning patterns.  
For example, children who were older at the time of their first out-of-home placement, who were 
placed in congregate care, who were in foster care for longer periods, or who had a high number 
of placements, are at an increased risk for delinquency and tend to become involved in delinquency 
sooner than otherwise similar children (Cutuli et al., 2016).  The majority of youths with both CPS 
and JJS involvement have academic and behavioral problems, with many involved in special 
education programs (Halemba et al., 2004), and also have substance abuse disorders and/or mental 
health diagnoses (Halemba et al., 2004; Herz & Ryan, 2008).  DI youths usually face turmoil at 
home as well, with parents who have criminal records, mental health concerns, and/or substance 
abuse disorders (Halemba et al., 2004).  Additionally, many of them have witnessed domestic 
violence (Halemba et al., 2004), which is known to be linked to several risks for poor outcomes 
(Kitzmann, Gaylord, Holt, & Kenny, 2003).  Challenges such as these must be addressed to ensure 
that juveniles have the most propitious circumstances possible.  
 
Although it is important to understand the challenges that DI youths face, few studies have 
examined how DI youths differ from those formally involved in only one system and can be 
categorized as delinquent-only (D-O).  This comparison is a necessary step if we are to understand 
not only the challenges DI youths face but also how these challenges are compounded by their 
involvement in both systems compared to maltreatment or delinquency in isolation.  Those studies 
that have compared youths in this manner have found several concerning patterns.  For example, 
DI juveniles often begin delinquent behavior at a younger age (Halemba & Siegel, 2011), and their 
offenses are more commonly violent than are the crimes of D-O juveniles (Dannerbeck & Yan, 
2011; U.S. Department of Justice, 1997).  These patterns suggest that there are higher risks to DI 
youths than to those who are involved in only delinquency, but this population warrants further 
research to gain an understanding of these risks and challenges.  
 
One noteworthy risk area is that of household income.  There is a wealth of research regarding the 
links between socioeconomic status and maltreatment (Drake & Jonson-Reid, 2014; Drake & 
Pandey, 1996; Jarjoura, Triplett, & Brinker, 2002).  Additionally, there may be an exacerbating 
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effect of poverty on a maltreated youth’s delinquency.  Indeed, Vidal et al. (2017) found that 
youths with maltreatment history were more likely to have juvenile justice involvement when the 
household was in poverty.  Therefore, socioeconomic status is an important variable to consider 
in studying this population.  
 
Additionally, DI youths, regardless of ethnicity, tend to have higher rates of mental illness than 
those involved with only juvenile justice (Halemba et al., 2004; Herz & Ryan, 2008). Because 
mental illness is considered to be an indicator of risk (though not a risk factor by itself; 
McCormick, Peterson-Badali, & Skilling, 2015), mental illness must be accounted for in this type 
of research to better understand this population’s challenges.  
 
Hispanic Juveniles 

Although past studies have accumulated a body of information regarding DI youths, important 
gaps in knowledge remain.  For example, there is growing need to understand how ethnicity may 
relate to what DI youths experience.  Specifically, Hispanics are the fastest-growing ethnic 
minority in the U.S. (U.S. Department of Commerce, 2011).  Correspondingly, Hispanic 
adolescents are the fastest growing ethnic group within the juvenile justice system (Pew Research 
Center, 2011; Schuck, Lersch, & Verrill, 2004).  This pattern is likely to continue, as the proportion 
of Hispanic youths in the U.S. is expected to increase to 37 percent by 2030 (Sickmund & 
Puzzanchera, 2014).  Therefore, there is impetus to study the unique needs of and challenges to 
Hispanic youths, given sociocultural idiosyncrasies that may affect their involvement in youth 
services (Schuck et al., 2004).  
 
In 2013, there were 18.6 million first-generation Hispanics in the U.S. (U.S. Department of 
Commerce, 2016).  As such, Hispanic youths more commonly face language barriers and 
acculturation and immigration challenges than do other ethnic minorities in the U.S. (e.g., African 
Americans; Schuck et al., 2004).  Additionally, Hispanic youths are at risk in several areas that 
may affect both maltreatment and delinquency.  Hispanic youths are more likely than youths of 
other backgrounds to witness domestic violence (Crouch et al., 2000).  This experience is often 
related to the adults’ substance use (Leonard, 2001; Stuart, Moore, Ramsey, & Kahler, 2003).  The 
poverty rate among Hispanics is higher than among non-Hispanic European Americans (DeNavas-
Walt, Proctor, & Smith, 2013; Macartney, Bishaw, & Fontenot, 2013). Hispanic youths are more 
likely than non-European American youths to come from a single-parent household (Sickmund & 
Puzzanchera, 2014).  A national study found that Hispanic male youths were the most likely 
demographic to have carried a weapon to high school in the preceding 30 days (8.8%) and were 
the most likely to have been threatened or injured with a weapon at school (12.1%; Sickmund & 
Puzzanchera, 2014).  Additionally, it is known that Hispanic youths have the highest proportion 
of gang involvement of all races or ethnicities; as of 2008, 50 percent of all youth gang members 
were Hispanic (Sickmund & Puzzanchera, 2014). Furthermore, substance use among Hispanic 
youths appears to be higher than among non-Hispanic youths; Johnston et al. (2010) found that 
Hispanic youths report the highest rates of substance use and exposure to substances in high school, 
compared to other races or ethnicities. These concerning patterns indicate that ethnicity is 
important to consider in research about juvenile delinquents and particularly among those 
delinquents who also have a history of maltreatment (see Vidal et al., 2017).  
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Aside from the behaviors that may exist before system involvement, there are several concerning 
findings regarding Hispanic DI youths after arrest.  Both maltreatment history and ethnicity appear 
to be risk factors for being held in the detention facility following arrest (analogous to jail for 
adults).  Youths with maltreatment histories who are arrested commonly report at least briefly 
being held in the detention facility before release (Courtney, Terao, & Bost, 2004).  Furthermore, 
it is more common for children in foster care to be held in detention when arrested than it is for 
youths who are not in foster care (Conger & Ross, 2001), suggesting that DI youths would be at 
an increased risk of detention.  Aside from maltreatment’s role in detention, Hispanic youths are 
detained at higher rates than are any other race or ethnicity (Armstrong & Rodriguez, 2005).  If 
these patterns mean that maltreated Hispanic youths face higher rates of detention, then they are 
troubling, as there are multiple negative consequences of detention, including increased 
recidivism, exacerbation of mental illness symptoms, and increasing academic problems (Holman 
& Zeidenburg, 2013).  
 
Incarceration in a secure juvenile correctional facility is the severest restriction a court may place 
on a juvenile.  Although few studies to date have explicitly examined ethnicity-based differences 
among DI youths and D-O youths in incarceration rates, Jonson-Reid and Barth (2000a, 2000b) 
found that Hispanic youths were more likely to be incarcerated following child welfare agency 
service involvement than Caucasian youths  (among youths who were reunited after the first 
interaction with CPS).  In light of these risks to Hispanic youths, and the consequences of 
maltreatment, it is clear that DI Hispanic youths warrant further empirical attention.  
 
Research on Hispanic youths suggests that they face unique challenges.  However, these challenges 
are not consistently found among youths involved in delinquency.  For example, although Hispanic 
youths report more exposure to and use of substances than do youths of other ethnicities, Hispanic 
youths involved in delinquency were less likely to report a substance use disorder than were youths 
from other backgrounds (Teplin et al., 2002; Underwood & Washington, 2016).  Higher exposure 
to substances would presumably correlate with symptoms of substance use, but this does not 
appear to be the case among Hispanic youths with delinquency.  This pattern is further noteworthy 
because DI youths generally have higher incidence of substance abuse and mental illness than their 
D-O peers (Halemba et al., 2004; Herz & Ryan, 2008).  Because Hispanic youths have more 
substance use and exposure than do youths from other backgrounds, and DI youths have more 
substance use than D-O youths, it is worth exploring whether Hispanic DI youths are more likely 
to have substance use problems than are Hispanic D-O youths, who generally report fewer 
substance use symptoms.  
 
Additionally, although youths with delinquency, regardless of ethnicity or race, tend to have high 
rates of mental illness (Teplin et al., 2002), researchers have found that Hispanic youths involved 
in delinquency were less likely to report a behavioral disorder but more likely to have an anxiety 
disorder than were non-Hispanic European Americans with delinquency involvement (Teplin et 
al., 2002).  It is, therefore, surprising that more recent research on low-risk Hispanics with 
delinquency found relatively low rates of anxiety disorders (Kang et al., 2017), although the 
disparity may be due to the relative level of risk.  
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Given the unique challenges of Hispanic youths generally, but the counterintuitive patterns found 
among Hispanic youths with delinquency involvement, it is important to further examine what 
patterns exist among Hispanic youths who are involved in both delinquency and who have a history 
of maltreatment (DI).  Such youths presumably face more challenges than their D-O peers, but in 
what areas and to what degree are not yet known.  
 
Theoretical Framework 

According to the social development model of juvenile delinquency (Hawkins & Weis, 1985), 
children learn either prosocial or antisocial values from the social unit to which they are most 
firmly bonded (Catalano et al., 1996).  These social units may consist of the immediate family, 
peer groups, and so on.  The social development model appears relevant to crossover youths 
because the child’s parent or caregiver perpetrates the majority (approximately 82 percent; Gilbert 
et al., 2009) of child maltreatment.  Children who have been maltreated may be less likely to be 
firmly bonded to their caregivers (Perry, 2013).  The absence of a strong and prosocial parental 
bond, in turn, may open these children to the influence of delinquent peers (Warr, 1993).  Certainly, 
many youths engage in delinquency despite strong familial bonds, but the social development 
model would predict that bonds to caregivers would serve as protective factors from antisocial 
peers (Catalano et al., 1996).  Crossover youths likely lack some of the protective factors that 
youths with only delinquent behaviors do not.  Therefore, interventions from youth services and 
juvenile justice may best serve DI youths by simultaneously and collaboratively reducing risks and 
working to strengthen family cohesion.  
 
Current Study 

Due to the dearth of literature regarding crossover Hispanic youths, there is a need to explore 
whether and how they may differ from Hispanic youths who are involved in only delinquency.  To 
this end, this research sought to compare Hispanic DI youths to Hispanic D-O youths across 
variables that are indicative of or associated with general risk for negative outcomes (described 
below).  Given previous findings on the crossover population, it appears likely that the added risks 
associated therewith also exacerbate the risks that Hispanic juveniles generally face.  In other 
words, because Hispanic youths face many risks of violence, gang involvement, substance use, 
and familial discord generally (noted above), they are likely compounded by dual involvement in 
the child maltreatment and juvenile justice systems, relative to involvement in only the juvenile 
justice system.  
 
The current study had two specific goals: (1) to explore what recorded risk factors or indicators of 
risk for negative youth outcomes, if any, are faced more frequently among Hispanic DI youths 
than among Hispanic D-O youths; and (2) to determine whether Hispanic DI youths face more of 
these recorded risk-related variables simultaneously than do Hispanic D-O youths, on average.  
We emphasize that this article seeks to understand youths’ general areas of concern for negative 
youth outcomes (which are described below) rather than specifically maltreatment or delinquency-
related risk areas, such as the number of maltreatment incidents or severity of crimes committed.  
Whereas such topics are certainly worthy of study, the purpose of this study is to draw attention to 
issues that may not be readily apparent to the CPS and JJS agencies when a crossover juvenile is 
identified.  
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In light of the literature noted above, we had several hypotheses.  We expected to find more of the 
presumably younger DI juveniles than the D-O juveniles among this study’s sample.  Also, we 
expected to find that the DI youths in this study’s sample came from households of lower income 
and had higher rates of mental illness overall than did the Hispanic D-O youths in this study’s 
sample.  We hypothesized that we would find relatively high rates of substance use reported among 
this study’s sample, compared to national averages.  However, because the social development 
model suggests that risky behaviors, such as substance use, may result in part from weakened 
bonds with caregivers (the likely perpetrators of maltreatment), we hypothesized that the DI youths 
would have significantly higher rates of substance use than would D-O youths. Regarding the 
influence of antisocial peer groups, we expected to find gang involvement more frequently 
reported among the Hispanic DI youths than among the Hispanic D-O youths. Additionally, 
researchers hypothesized that Hispanic DI youths would have a greater number of close adult 
associates (e.g., family members or guardians) who have had gang involvement, substance abuse 
histories, and some adult incidence of legal involvement than would the Hispanic D-O youths.  
 
In addition to the variables that likely precede dual involvement, we hypothesized several group-
related differences in areas that occur after the JJS and CPS become involved.  We expected that 
the Hispanic DI youths would more frequently have poor JJS supervision outcomes than would 
the D-O youths.  Furthermore, we expected that Hispanic DI youths would be more likely to be 
detained, and held longer, than Hispanic D-O youths. Finally, in addition to exploring differences 
in these hypothesized characteristics, researchers suspected that DI youths would generally face a 
greater combination of the risk-related variables than would D-O juveniles.  
 

METHODS 

 
We proposed this research to both the El Paso County Juvenile Probation Department (EPJPD) in 
El Paso, Texas, and the Texas Division of Family and Protective Services (DFPS), of which CPS 
is a part.  Both agencies were receptive to the proposal and invited us to make a formal request.  
For EPJPD, this formal request included the primary author appearing before a panel of judges 
and all EPJPD administrative staff at a meeting where the group discusses the business of the 
department.  The panel heard the proposal, posed questions, and unanimously approved the project.  
Before the data were formally requested, the project was also submitted to the internal review 
board of The University of Texas at El Paso (data were collected before any changes in affiliation).  
The project passed the review.  Data were delivered to us as detailed in those research proposals 
(more description below). 
 
Participants 

Youths included in this dataset were the 300 most recently adjudicated (formally charged and 
found guilty) juveniles within the jurisdiction of the El Paso County Juvenile Probation 
Department, as of December 16, 2013.  Using the probation department’s race and ethnicity 
categories, researchers identified most of the sample as Hispanic (n = 255, 85.0%), which is 
approximately equal to the proportion of El Paso County’s Hispanic population in 2012 (U.S. 
Census Bureau, 2013).  The analyses excluded all non-Hispanic youths (n = 45).  Thirty-seven 
(14.5%) of the Hispanic juveniles were DI.  There were 55 Hispanic females in the sample, 11 
(20.0%) of whom were DI. 
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We defined mental illness as having a diagnosed psychiatric disorder using criteria from the 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, fourth edition (DSM-IV).  Agency records 
indicated whether criteria were met.  All youths involved with EPJPD undergo mental health 
screenings during their intake process by completing the Massachusetts Youth Screening 
Inventory-Second Version (MAYSI-2; Grisso & Barnum, 2006) to identify youths with potential 
mental health concerns (see Eno Louden et al., 2017, for information regarding the utility of the 
MAYSI-2 with Hispanic juvenile offenders).  Those youths who are flagged with concerns by the 
instrument are referred for more thorough assessment with a licensed mental health professional.  
Thus, researchers obtained the diagnoses included in the present dataset either from these 
screening and diagnostic procedures or from previous records given to juvenile probation officers 
by the juvenile’s guardian.  Substance use disorders and behavioral disorders such as conduct 
disorder and oppositional defiant disorder were not included as indicators of mental illness. 
 
Procedure 

EPJPD provided data on the following variables from its electronic and paper files: basic 
demographic information such as age, gender, and ethnicity; and information gathered from their 
intake interviews and record keeping, including (a) whether the juvenile was detained, (b) the 
length of detention, (c) any known mental health diagnoses, (d) any history of substance use, (e) 
whether the juvenile had a court-appointed attorney, (f) whether the juvenile had any known gang 
affiliation, and (g) whether the juvenile had a close relative with any known criminal record, 
substance use history, or gang affiliation. 
 
In cooperation with EPJPD, we then provided the names and dates of birth of these 300 juveniles 
to the DFPS through an encrypted e-mail service.  DFPS staff members cross-matched the data we 
provided with their database to identify which of the 300 juveniles had any validated history of 
maltreatment.  In this study, a “validated” history means that DFPS (a) investigated an allegation 
of abuse or neglect, (b) found a preponderance of evidence that the allegations were founded, and 
(c) made some formal intervention.  Juveniles were first identified using their names and 
birthdates.  In cases where it could not be determined if DFPS had records on the same youth as 
did EPJPD (due to common names or discrepant birthdates), the last four digits of the juvenile’s 
social security number were used to confirm the identification (with the permission of EPJPD).  
 
Through the encrypted e-mail service, DFPS then provided data on the following variables from 
the DFPS electronic and paper records for these cases: (a) general demographic information (as a 
simple check for inconsistencies, especially regarding ethnicity on record), (b) the dates of DFPS 
involvement, (c) the types of maltreatment indicated (i.e., sexual, emotional, or physical abuse; 
medical or physical neglect; abandonment; lack of parental supervision; or refusal to accept 
parental responsibility), (d) the disposition of the DFPS involvement (e.g., out-of-home 
placement), if any, and (e) the type and length thereof.  
 
We calculated a risk score for each juvenile by combining counts of the presence of gang 
involvement, substance use, mental illness, a court-appointed attorney (as a proxy for 
socioeconomic status; see Bright, 2010), and having a family member with substance abuse 
history, gang involvement, or criminal history (individually).  Thus, each juvenile’s calculated 
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number of combined risk factors was between 0 and 7.  This number allowed researchers to gain 
a better understanding of differences between DI and D-O youths, because even if DI status does 
not increase the likelihood of substance use, for example, it may be that DI status does include a 
higher likelihood of combinations of risk factors. 
 

RESULTS 

 
The analyses of primary interest made comparisons between Hispanic youths with both 
delinquency and a validated CPS history (DI) and those without the CPS involvement (D-O). Due 
to the size of this study’s sample, and based on McDonald’s (2014) recommendation, Fisher’s 
exact test was used for nonparametric two-by-two analyses, unless otherwise noted. Table 1 
displays these comparisons.  
 
Likelihood of Risk Factors 

Hispanic DI youths averaged 15.08 (SD = 1.40) years old, which was significantly younger than 
D-O Hispanic youths, who averaged 15.50 (SD = 1.44 years old, one-tailed t [253] = 1.66, p = 
.10).  DI juveniles were also more likely to have a court-appointed attorney (Table 1). 
 
Researchers found that 63.9 percent of Hispanic DI youths and 40.4 percent of Hispanic D-O 
youths had a mental health diagnosis.  The difference in proportions was significant.  Not all 
diagnoses were named in the database, but of those that were, the most frequently reported was a 
mood disorder.  
 
There was no apparent relationship between a Hispanic juvenile’s substance use history and his or 
her dual-involvement status.  There was a trend for Hispanic DI juveniles to be more likely to 
report gang involvement than the Hispanic D-O juveniles, but this trend failed to reach statistical 
significance, p = .06, OR 2.76). 
 
Hispanic DI youths were no more likely than Hispanic D-O youths to have a family member or 
guardian who used substances or had gang affiliation.  However, Hispanic DI youths were more 
likely to have a close adult associate with a past record of criminal justice involvement, N = 255, 
p = .012, OR 2.53, 95% CI [1.22, 5.23].  
 
Hispanic DI youths were no more likely to have been detained at the probation facility than were 
Hispanic D-O youths (p = .64).  Additionally, the length of time spent in detention was not 
significantly different between DI and D-O Hispanic youths, t(54) = .55, p = .59.  Although 46 
Hispanic juveniles were held at the facility after their arrests, the length of their stays varied 
considerably, between 1 and 157 days (M = 24.53, SD = 30.63).  
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Table 1 
Comparisons of Dually Identified Youth and Youth Involved in Juvenile Justice Only 
 
  Hispanic Juveniles 
Variable Category Dually 

Identified 
Delinquent 

Only 
 

 
 n     (%) n    (%) p Fisher’s 

Exact 
Test  

Sex Male 26   (70.0) 174  (79.8) .199 Female 11   (29.7) 44  (20.2) 
Court-Appointed 

Attorney 
Yes 37 (100.0) 188  (86.2) .011 No 0     (0.0) 30  (13.8) 

Mental Health Yes 23   (63.9) 82  (40.4) .011 No 13   (36.1) 121  (59.6) 

Substance Abuse Yes 21   (56.8) 98  (45.0) .214 No 16   (43.2) 120  (55.0) 
Gang 

Involvement 
Yes 7   (18.9) 17    (7.8) .060 No 30   (81.0) 201  (92.2) 

Detained at 
Arrest 

Yes 5   (14.7) 41  (17.9) .643 No 32   (85.3) 177  (82.1) 
Family 

Substance 
Abuse 

Yes 7   (18.9) 22  (10.1) 
.156 No 30   (81.1) 196  (89.9) 

Family Gang 
Involved 

Yes 2     (5.4) 5    (2.3) .269 No 35   (94.6) 213  (97.7) 
Family with 
Criminal 
History 

Yes 24   (64.9) 92  (42.2) 
.012 No 13   (35.1) 126  (57.8) 

Supervision 
Outcome 

Successful 10   (52.6) 50  (56.8) 
.802 Unsuccessfu

l 
9   (47.4) 38  (43.2) 

Note. Bolded numbers indicate significance at the .05 level or lower. The Mental Health and 
Supervision Outcome numbers do not sum to 255 because some juveniles’ status was unknown or 
in an irrelevant category for comparisons on these variables. 
 
 
Juveniles whose judgments were modified were not included in the analysis of outcomes because 
the reasons for the modification (e.g., noncompliance, mitigating circumstances, etc.) were not 
included in the dataset and, therefore, could not be accounted.  Juveniles whose whereabouts were 
unknown (n = 2) during supervision were not included in outcome analyses. Following these 
exclusions, supervision outcome (i.e., successful versus unsuccessful) did not differ based on dual-
involvement status.  This study’s sample showed 22.9 percent of D-O youths and 27.0 percent of 
DI youths had successful supervision outcomes, but for both groups, approximately half of 
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juveniles’ supervision outcomes were not yet determined as of the date of data collection (59.6% 
of D-O and 48.6% of DI juveniles).  
 
Combined Risk Scores 

For this study’s calculated risk score, five of the juveniles in the sample had no record of any of 
the seven factors that made up the combined risk score.  Another five juveniles reported six of the 
risk factors.  No juvenile had all seven risk factors as defined in this study.  Mean comparisons 
demonstrated that Hispanic DI juveniles faced more of the recorded risk factors on average (M = 
3.3, SD = 1.2) than did Hispanic D-O juveniles (M = 2.4, SD = 1.2),  t(236) = 4.40, p < .001, d = 
.79, 95% CI for mean difference [.51, 1.3].  In other words, Hispanic DI juveniles, on average, 
faced about one more of the indicators of risk than did Hispanic D-O juveniles.  
 

DISCUSSION 

 
Whereas a small number of earlier studies has compared DI youths with youths who were not 
dually-identified (D-O), the present study is the first to focus on Hispanic youths.  We found that 
Hispanic youths shared many of the same challenges that are found in previous research among 
other ethnicities, with some notable exceptions.  To summarize, DI and D-O Hispanic youths were 
not different in regard to the presence of gang involvement (although there was a trend), substance 
use, detainment or the length thereof, familial substance use, or familial gang involvement.  
However, these youths did differ in the proportion who faced mental health problems, the use of 
court-appointed attorneys (which is a proxy for comparatively lower household income), and 
having a family member with a criminal history.  Finally, DI youths faced more of these challenges 
simultaneously than did their D-O counterparts.  These findings require further examination in 
light of what other research suggests about the region and Hispanic population.  
 
Gang Involvement   

No differences were found in regard to gang involvement between DI and D-O Hispanic youths, 
although there was a trend.  Previous studies do not appear to have examined gang involvement 
explicitly; however, the fact that researchers found no differences, despite a theoretical basis for 
finding higher gang involvement among DI juveniles, warrants explanation. One possibility is that 
there are differences in ethnicities’ likelihood to be gang-involved regardless of delinquency or 
maltreatment.  Indeed, past research found that coming from a Spanish-speaking home and being 
of Hispanic background partially predicted gang involvement (Krohn et al., 2011).  Additionally, 
the National Youth Gang Survey from 2011 (National Gang Center, n.d.)  reported that Hispanics 
have the highest percentage of gang involvement (46.2%) compared to African Americans (35.3%) 
and European Americans (11.5%; all other ethnicities at 7%).  The fact that Hispanic youths are 
more frequently involved in gangs compared to youths of other ethnicities may explain why this 
study did not find dual involvement associated with gang membership.  In other words, gang 
membership among Hispanics is normally high compared to youths of other backgrounds, so 
perhaps dual involvement is not an additional predictor of gang membership or vice versa.  
However, because our sample contained relatively few non-Hispanic youths, we were unable to 
assess for ethnicity-based differences in gang involvement for the region using the same 
methodology.  Additionally, it may be that youths who had recently been arrested were less likely 
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to report gang affiliations to the probation department, thus limiting any inferences that can be 
drawn. 
 
Alternatively, there may be relatively low gang activity in El Paso County, resulting in a floor 
effect.  In other words, it may be that gang activity is already so low in the area that we were unable 
to distinguish between youths based on gang activity.  However, this possibility appears unlikely, 
as a report from near the time these data were collected found that El Paso’s gang activity was as 
high as any other area in the rest of the state (Texas Department of Public Safety, 2014).  The 
report does not differentiate juveniles from adults, but overall, suggests a high level of gang 
activity in the El Paso area.  Further research on the role of gangs among Hispanic DI and D-O 
youths may offer more insight into how maltreatment and delinquency are related to gang 
involvement. 
 
Substance Use   

Our hypothesis of higher substance use in DI youths was not supported by the data, but this too 
may be attributable to differences in the groups’ likelihood to have substance use regardless of 
maltreatment or delinquency.  The Monitoring the Future study (Johnston et al., 2010) found that 
Hispanic students have the highest reported rates of any illicit drug use.  Indeed, within the 
Hispanic youths in the dataset, 46.7 percent (n = 119) reported the use of substances, which is 
similar to the rates reported in other studies of juvenile offenders (U.S. Department of Justice, 
2006).  It follows that if Hispanics are likely to have higher instances of substance use during 
adolescence than are youths of other ethnicities, rates of substance use for DI youths may not be 
significantly different from that of the D-O youths.  Indeed, one study of youths living on the U.S.-
Mexico border found generally higher rates of alcohol use among their sample than are found 
among national and state rates (McKinnon et al., 2004).  Additionally, higher base rates of 
substance use among Hispanics may explain why there was no difference between DI and D-O 
Hispanic juveniles in likelihood of having a parent with substance use history (Wallisch & Spence, 
2006).  
 
Another societal trend that may help to account for the nondifference researchers found in their 
sample for substance use is perceptions of marijuana, as its medicinal and recreational use has 
been legalized in several states.  Johnston et al. (2010) found that high school students reported 
marijuana as the easiest illicit substance to obtain and that, aside from alcohol and nicotine, it is 
the most frequently used substance among high school students.  Additionally, a national survey 
of high school students found that their perceptions of marijuana’s harmfulness has decreased 
significantly since 1991 (Keyes et al., 2016; also see Johnston et al., 2010).  However, this decrease 
in the perceived harmfulness of marijuana does not appear to be accompanied by increased use of 
marijuana (Lyne-Landsman, Livingston, & Wagenaar, 2013). Still, although European American 
youths overtake Hispanic youths in the rates of marijuana use by the end of high school, Hispanics 
appear to start using it earlier than youths of any other ethnicity (Johnston et al., 2010).  Although 
this study’s data did not contain information about what type of substance each juvenile used, it 
may be that the generally high use of substances such as marijuana among Hispanic youths 
diminished the effect that the DI status had upon substance use.  Indeed, a higher proportion of DI 
than D-O Hispanic youths reported substance use (56.8% versus 45.0%), but the analysis found 
that with this sample size, the difference was not meaningful.  Future research may revisit the 
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relationship between dual-involvement and substance use among Hispanic youths to further shed 
light on the cultural perceptions of use of certain types of drugs.  
 
Detainment and Supervision Outcome   

There were no differences between DI and D-O youths in regard to whether they were detained, 
the length of detainment, or supervision outcomes.  However, this finding may also be due to 
baseline detainment among Hispanic youths.  Rodriguez (2010) found that Hispanic delinquents 
were 1.24 times more likely to be detained than were European American delinquents.  
Additionally, a large national study found that Hispanic youths were more likely than any other 
ethnicity to be held under locked arrangements following arrest (Snyder & Sickmund, 2006).  This 
may explain the lack of difference in our study’s DI population in terms of length of detainment, 
in that Hispanics as a whole tend to be detained for longer time periods. The reasons for this 
phenomenon remain elusive.  However, there have been numerous studies indicating significant 
levels of racial bias in the juvenile justice system that result in longer detainments of minorities 
(U.S. Department of Justice, 2002; Rodriguez, 2010; Shook and Goodkind, 2009).  Factors related 
to this or other sociocultural variables specific to Hispanics may influence detainment decisions 
within the JJS with a stronger effect than that of dual involvement. In any case, more in-depth 
research regarding detention and the reasons for it may be warranted.  For example, we were unable 
to control for the type of offense committed, which may also influence detainment. 
 
There are few studies on probation outcomes in juveniles and even fewer involving breakdowns 
by ethnicity.  It is perhaps hopeful that we found DI Hispanic youths were not significantly less 
likely to successfully complete supervision than were D-O youths.  However, success rates were 
near 50 percent, which is an unfortunate finding, especially if supervision failure leads to deeper 
involvement within the JJS.  Future research may seek to better understand this aspect of juvenile 
delinquent behavior, especially within Hispanic populations.  
 
Mental Illness, Socioeconomic Status, and Delinquency 

This study’s data showed that DI Hispanic juveniles were more likely to have a mental illness than 
were the D-O juveniles.  This finding supports previous research among other DI populations 
(Halemba et al., 2004; Herz & Ryan, 2008), but the causes of this pattern deserve deeper 
discussion.  
 
Mental illness, maltreatment, and delinquency.  Due to the complex relationship between mental 
health and risk factors for criminality, it may be that the delinquent acts committed by these 
juveniles are associated with mental illness primarily through other criminogenic risk factors.  
Mental illness by itself is only rarely the cause of crime (Peterson et al., 2010) and, perhaps, more 
of an indicator of risk (McCormick, Peterson-Badali, & Skilling, 2015).  This fact may best explain 
the relatively high rates of mental illness found among youths who are involved in delinquency 
(Kang et al., 2018).  However, as researchers of this study found that mental illness was higher 
among the DI youths in this sample, there appears to be an additional relationship of maltreatment 
to mental health. 
 
Whether mental illness is a result of or precursor to maltreatment for DI youths is not clear.  For 
example, it has been found previously that children with disabilities, such as some mental illnesses, 
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are more likely to be maltreated by adults than are children without disabilities (Sullivan & 
Knutson, 2000).  This fact may partially explain why more DI juveniles are diagnosed with mental 
illnesses.  That is, they may have been targeted for abuse because of their mental illness, therefore 
leading to involvement in agencies serving maltreated children.  However, other variables must 
also be considered.  
 
Mental health is linked to substance use (Kandel et al., 1999), which, as noted above, appears to 
be higher among Hispanic youths in general.  Mental health is also linked to poverty (Draine et 
al., 2002; Patel et al., 2010), by which Hispanic families are disproportionately affected (DeNavas-
Walt et al., 2013; Macartney et al., 2013).  Both substance use and mental health are linked to 
criminal or delinquent behavior (Elliott, Huizinga, & Menard, 1989).  It is not possible with these 
data to infer whether mental illness resulted from or led to maltreatment, as it may be that the 
higher proportion of mental health diagnoses among this study’s DI juveniles is a product of their 
higher combination of risks rather than some direct link between mental illness and maltreatment.  
In any case, it is reasonable to conclude that DI youths have complex needs due in part to their 
mental health.  
 
Maltreatment and socioeconomic status.  All DI juveniles in this study’s sample were appointed 
attorneys by the court.  Although this fact is not conclusively the result of poverty, it suggests 
generally lower income among DI juveniles’ households, compared to D-O youths who were more 
likely to employ a private attorney.  Previous research found that maltreated youths are more likely 
to come from impoverished homes (see McGuinness & Schneider, 2007, for a review), as are 
delinquent youths (Jarjoura, Triplett, & Brinker, 2002).  These researchers’ findings may suggest 
that youths who fit into both of these populations are even more likely than D-O youths to come 
from lower socioeconomic circumstances.  This is a concerning possibility because low 
socioeconomic status is associated with (in addition to child maltreatment and delinquency) peer 
aggression and community violence, which may further contribute to dual-involvement (Garbarino 
1999).  Additionally, if DI youths come from families with fewer financial resources, they may 
also receive inadequate legal representation (Bright, 2010), which, in turn, may lead to deeper 
involvement within the JJS.  The relationships between mental illness, poverty, substance use, and 
delinquency are complex and will be addressed further in sections below. 
 
Family Member With Criminal History   

There is a wealth of literature that links familial criminal history with delinquency.  Past research 
finds criminal offenders are highly concentrated in families (Farrington et al., 2001). Delinquent 
boys’ family histories revealed that out of 1,349 boys, 91 percent had at least one other family 
member who had been convicted of a crime (note that several more may have been charged but 
not convicted).  In fact, the most important predictor of delinquency was an arrest of the boy’s 
father; nearly one quarter of all delinquent boys reported fathers with at least one criminal 
conviction.  Within this study’s sample, it is not surprising that 42.2 percent of all juveniles with 
delinquency, DI and D-O, had at least one family member with a criminal history.  
 
However, the fact that a significantly higher proportion of DI youths had a family member with a 
criminal history, compared to D-O youths, is highly concerning.  Nearly two-thirds of DI youths 
(65.3 percent) in this study’s sample had a family member with a criminal history.  This is not an 
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unusual or unexpected finding, as research finds that maltreatment of children is often perpetrated 
by the children’s parents (91.4%; U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2015), and 
child abusers tend to have histories of disciplinary problems, property destruction, violence, and 
increased lifetime rates of antisocial personality disorder (Dinwiddie & Bucholz, 1993).  Each of 
these characteristics would associate with criminal histories.  These data were unable to specify 
which family member had the criminal history (or who the maltreatment perpetrator was, if a 
family member), but there remains the unsettling implication that DI youths face serious 
challenges beyond what D-O children face in their familial environments.  
 
Combined Risk 

Perhaps this study’s most concerning finding is that Hispanic DI juveniles face, on average, one 
more of these risk factors and indicators of risk simultaneously than do Hispanic D-O juveniles.  
Many of these areas likely relate to each other and may even share common causes.  For example, 
parental substance use may relate to domestic violence (Leonard, 2001; Stuart et al., 2003).  
Witnessing domestic violence has been linked to several psychological disorders in addition to 
social and academic problems (Kitzmann et al., 2003), which may further lead to other concerning 
behaviors.  Whereas in isolation, any one of the risk-related areas this study included may be dealt 
with in a variety of ways, their combination may indeed prove challenging to not only the youths, 
but the government officials charged with interventions.  However, before offering 
recommendations, it is necessary to acknowledge this study’s limitations.  
 
Limitations   

Several limitations to this research must be borne in mind when making interpretations.  A 
common difficulty in ethnicity-related research is that, although an individual may fit within the 
Hispanic definition, this group is heterogeneous.  This research could not differentiate between 
youths who were of Mexican descent as opposed to Puerto Rican, Cuban, South or Central 
American, and so on.  Because the sample resided near the Mexico border, and the majority of 
U.S. Hispanics identify as being of Mexican origin (U.S. Department of Commerce, 2011), the 
majority of this sample was likely of Mexican descent.  In any case, it may be valuable to account 
for origin in future studies.  Additionally, we were unable to assess for acculturation, or the degree 
of identification with mainstream or ethnic culture, among these juveniles.  Acculturation is known 
to affect psychological assessment (Okazaki & Sue, 1995) and may also be related to other 
variables such as substance use, academic performance, and others (Lara et al., 2005).  
 
A further limitation is that this study’s analyses depended upon the data as they were collected and 
entered by these agencies.  If there were any systematic problems with how these records were 
collected or entered, they certainly affected this study’s analyses.  For example, Ricks & Eno 
Louden (2015) found that Hispanic adults were less likely to be identified with a mental illness in 
prison than were prisoners of other ethnicities.  If also true of Hispanic juveniles in probation 
settings, this could not be taken into account for this study’s analyses.  Future exploration of these 
issues should strive to verify data through direct questioning of participants where possible. 
 
Furthermore, this study’s sample was limited to adjudicated youths and, therefore, does not include 
youths who participated in alternative programs, such as a diversion program.  The sample also 
does not include youths involved in the JJS who have an undocumented or unsubstantiated history 
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of maltreatment.  Due to underreporting, there are likely some such juveniles within this study’s 
sample (Finkelhor, 2014; Gilbert, Kemp, et al., 2009).  Therefore, this study’s findings may not be 
applicable to all crossover youths or to delinquent but non-adjudicated youths.  
 
Another limitation to this study is that we counted static (stable) risk factors only, rather than 
dynamic (changeable), and that we did not use a formal risk assessment measure.  We emphasize 
that their combined risk score is in no way intended to indicate juveniles’ likelihood for recidivism 
or future violence or drug use, but it was calculated merely to gain a broad understanding of the 
challenges that these youths face.  Relatedly, this study addressed only risk-related factors and did 
not take into account protective factors, which may explain why we found nonsignificant 
differences in outcomes.  
 
Finally, because these data were archival, there were limitations to how these variables could be 
examined.  Whereas it would have been preferable to use, for example, annual household income 
as the measure for poverty, this study’s data included no information about income.  Researchers 
chose the use of court-appointed attorneys as a proxy for generally lower income, but this must be 
interpreted with caution, as there are many income levels that would choose a court-appointed 
attorney, so that the use of a binary variable loses specificity.  
 
These limitations notwithstanding, this research is a valuable step towards identifying the unique 
circumstances of Hispanic juvenile populations.  The differences found here provide a foundation 
for future research of DI Hispanic youths, a population that continues to grow in the United States 
and its legal system.  To best serve these juveniles and their families, those tasked with 
interventions must be aware of this group’s unique circumstances to make informed decisions.  
 
Implications 

This research indicates that a history of maltreatment and juvenile delinquency is associated with 
more challenges than a history of delinquency alone in a sample of primarily Hispanic juveniles 
with documented delinquency.  Hispanic youths tend to already have more exposure to gang 
involvement, substance use, and poverty than the average ethnic majority (European American) 
child, and therefore are arguably at higher risk of involvement with legal systems.  This is 
particularly concerning in light of research that suggests the more involvement a young person 
has with the judicial system, the more likely that person is to die young (Aalsma et al., 2016).  
Regardless of the causal relationships among mental illness, poverty, substance use, delinquency, 
and family criminality, it is apparent from this study’s data that DI Hispanic youths require 
special interventions.  Because DI youths face a greater number of challenges than do D-O 
youths, and these may be intrapersonal, familial, and/or societal, there are numerous implications 
for prevention and intervention.  
 
First, by increasing communication with agencies involved in child protection, juvenile justice 
agencies may properly identify crossover youths.  Failure to identify a youth as crossover can be 
problematic, as interventions from CPS and the JJS may be uncoordinated and possibly add 
needlessly burdensome requirements to the family unit.  Such additional stressors are likely to 
interfere with either agency’s efforts to benefit the youth’s immediate circumstances and the 
family’s long-term functioning.  Communication to properly identify DI youths will allow initial 
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and continued coordination of interventions, so that the family’s circumstances can be 
approached in a more holistic manner.  Wiig and Tuell (2013) make specific recommendations 
for agencies desiring better integration of communication between CPS and the JJS, and thus we 
will not repeat those recommendations here.  
 
Secondly, regardless of DI status, interventions from state agencies must consider the cultural, 
socioeconomic, and other demographic factors that may inform assessment and case work with 
Hispanics.  For example, although DI youths generally have higher rates of substance use than 
do D-O youths, we did not find this difference among Hispanic youths.  The DI status did not 
appear to be related to the proportion of Hispanic youths who used substances.  Therefore, 
agency interventions may consider approaching substance use as a general issue of concern and 
not necessarily one related to dual-involvement.  Approaching substance use through cultural 
lenses may be especially beneficial.  One model of culturally sensitive drug use prevention 
suggests that the role of peers in one’s substance use may be larger among Hispanics than among 
African Americans, for example (Resnicow et al., 2000).  Additionally, a study on the role of 
culture in substance use found among Hispanics that familism (the notion that personal interests 
are secondary to family interests) is associated with lower risk of substance use, whereas 
machismo (an exaggerated masculinity) was associated with higher risk thereof (Unger et al., 
2002).  Therefore, cultural idiosyncrasies appear to be important to the treatment and prevention 
of substance use, perhaps regardless of the juvenile’s dual-involvement.  
 
Third, we emphasize the importance of focusing on family-based interventions, wherever 
possible.  The social development model suggests that stronger bonds with family members can 
serve a protective function against delinquency (Catalano et al., 1996).  Given that the majority 
of child maltreatment is perpetrated by a family member (Gilbert, Spatz Widom et al., 2009), this 
recommendation may be particularly challenging for DI youth.  However, given the relatively 
high levels of familism among Hispanics (Landale, Oropesa, & Bradatan, 2006), there may be 
more opportunity for family bonds, perhaps including extended family members.  
 
On a similar note, because we found that DI Hispanic youths were more likely to have a mental 
health diagnosis than were D-O Hispanic youths, mental health treatment is likely to be a need 
found more frequently among DI Hispanic youths.  Mental health intervention for youths with 
delinquency is of vital importance for many reasons (Skowyra & Cocozza, 2007). Combined 
with the high levels of familism among Hispanics, therapeutic interventions that incorporate the 
family, and perhaps other social supports, may prove to be most beneficial to DI Hispanic youth 
families (although see Pabon, 1998, for caveats).  For example, family functional therapy 
(Alexander et al., 2013) and multisystemic therapy (Schaeffer & Borduin, 2005) may prove 
especially effective.  Additionally, brief strategic family therapy has been specifically found to 
be effective with Hispanic families (Santisteban et al., 2003). 

 
CONCLUSION 

 
Juvenile justice agencies seek to improve the outcomes for all youths involved in delinquency, 
regardless of maltreatment history.  Therefore, improving policies regarding DI youths will not 
necessarily change the goals of juvenile justice but should assist in better understanding the risks 
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and needs of these juveniles.  There remains a great need for more research within this population.  
Findings from this study suggest the need for further examination of DI youths with a variety of 
cultural backgrounds across a number of geographical areas.  This population of DI youths can be 
difficult to identify and study but, nonetheless, needs support and understanding so that concerned 
individuals can develop better preventive measures, design effective treatments and interventions, 
improve outcomes, and prevent recidivism.  
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